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ABSTRACT
A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF JOB-EMBEDDED
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING WITHIN A
DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP FRAMEWORK
by Ashley Jimerson Campoli
December 2011
Leadership style and professional learning have been linked to student
achievement. Studies have linked leadership styles such as distributed leadership to jobembedded professional learning. However, research is mixed when these two constructs
are related to student achievement.
This study evaluated the relationship between distributed leadership and jobembedded professional learning. This study also evaluated relationships among jobembedded professional learning, distributed leadership, and third-grade achievement
scores.
The study involved third grade mathematics teachers and school administrators in
46 elementary schools in the state of Georgia. Pearson’s bivariate correlation test was
used to explore the relationship between job-embedded professional learning and
distributed leadership. A hierarchical multiple regression was used to examine the
relationships among job-embedded professional learning, distributed leadership and
achievement while controlling for ability level and socioeconomic status.
To further examine the relationships between the constructs, qualitative analyses
were conducted. Six teachers and administrators were interviewed. Although variations
of the constructs were being implemented, participants had limited knowledge of the
ii

meaning of the constructs; their analysis of effectiveness was based on perception rather
than data.
The finding in extant research that job-embedded professional learning is more
effective within a distributed leadership framework was supported by this study.
Additionally, responses of interviewed school personnel revealed a relationship between
these constructs. However, an inverse relationship was found between schools these
constructs in schools with low socio-economic status and low levels of distributed
leadership. On the other hand, the study did not reveal relationships among distributed
leadership, job-embedded professional learning and student achievement.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Chapter I introduces the study and provides a statement of the problem.
Background information is provided to assist the reader in the review and to support the
need for this research. Research questions, delimitations and assumptions are addressed
in this chapter, along with definitions of terms. The chapter concludes with a justification
for the study.
The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between the adoption
of a distributed leadership model and job-embedded professional learning to student
achievement. This study identified K-5 public schools in one large suburban district in
the state of Georgia that exhibited qualities of distributed leadership, job-embedded
professional learning, and student achievement. It defined distributed leadership within a
management framework to help schools build capacity for leaders, sustain job-embedded
professional learning, and increase student achievement. In addition, it discussed the
successes and limitations of such a framework, along with the associated risks.
Statement of the Problem
According to the National Staff Development Council (NSDC) (2009),
professional learning is defined as, “a comprehensive, sustained and intensive approach
to improving teachers’ and principals’ effectiveness in raising student achievement” (p.
2). The NSDC suggests that professional learning should occur several times per week
among teams of teachers, support staff, and administrators to produce a continuous cycle
of sustained improvement. For the most part, experts within the building, including
master teachers, teacher leaders, coaches and mentors, should conduct professional
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learning. According to Hirsh (2009), studies suggest that professional learning should be
job-embedded to gain significant results and that a preponderance of evidence, both in the
field of education and in businesses, reports that adults gain minimal knowledge from
trainings which have limited follow up or a specific, focused content application. To reap
significant benefits in regards to sustainability and increased academic achievement,
schools can build capacity through job-embedded, classroom-coach and mentor-based
training. Although NSDC promotes external training on occasion, they put primary
responsibility for building capacity in the area of professional learning on the school to
reap sustainable benefits.
The literature suggested that school-wide distributed leadership is necessary in
order for professional learning to be job-embedded and sustainable (Hirsh, 2009; NSDC,
2009). Harris and Spillane (2008) assert the need for leadership activities to be spread
widely within an organization among multiple leaders. Leadership is not limited to a
role, but more often is seen through the formal and informal actions and interactions
within an organization. Individuals are recognized for their contribution to the work,
often regardless of title. Further, Harris and Spillane’s research suggest that as schools
and organizations become increasingly complex and the leadership requires diverse types
of expertise to meet the demands of the organization, it is feasible that a distributed
model of leadership be used to meet these demands. Distributed leadership is an analytic
framework for understanding building teacher leadership capacity in the area of
professional learning.
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Background of the Study
To outline the need for the study, the researcher reviewed the current policy
context, as well as current research surrounding distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning.
Contemporary Policy Context
Because of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and state systems of accountability,
many school principals feel the increased push to raise student achievement at an
exponential rate (Harris & Spillane, 2009; Hirsh, 2009; NSDC, 2009; Wilms, 2009).
Over the years, schools have typically implemented a top-down leadership model in
which the principal and administration make the majority of decisions. These decisions
then filter down to the teachers via department or grade level chairs. As a consequence,
many principals tend to push themselves into long hours and stressful working conditions
in order to accomplish running the school effectively. Often they are afraid to delegate
for fear of not meeting the performance mandates of NCLB and other responsibilities for
which they are primarily held accountable.
Research suggested that top-down leadership within public education is not the
most effective means for creating a positive school culture with high teacher and staff
morale (Harris & Spillane, 2009; Hirsh, 2009; NSDC, 2009; Wilms, 2009). Particularly
within the area of building teacher capacity as a dimension of professional learning, many
studies revealed an overall increase in teacher morale, improvements in the school culture
and, most importantly, an increase in student achievement (Hirsh, 2009; NSDC, 2009).
Within top-down leadership, administrators fail to elicit teacher support and feedback,
creating a culture in which teachers feel duty-bound rather than intrinsically motivated to
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carry out professional learning. Once teachers embrace the elements of distributed
leadership, they are more likely to follow through with the new learning and sustain it
through formal and informal follow-up of professional learning opportunities. When
distributed leadership models are conducted effectively, research suggested an overall
increase in staff morale and, ultimately, in student achievement (Harris & Spillane, 2009;
NSDC, 2009).
Shortage of Effective School Leaders
Many districts find it increasingly difficult to lure good principals. Research
suggests that this is due to higher demands with inadequate pay. “The typical principal
today is 50 years old, has 25 years of experience as an educator, and has held this
position for 11 years—6 of them in the current school” (North Central Regional
Educational Laboratory, 2010, p. 1). The majority of principals are not ethnically diverse
and most are male. An emphasis on managing schools seems to take precedence over
instructional leadership. The current principal has control over approximately 26 percent
of the local school budget. The average elementary school principal’s salary in 19992000 was $69,407 with middle and high school principals earning slightly more along
with those employed in urban areas.
Research suggested that education reform places a strong emphasis on
accountability (NCREL, 2010). Many schools are being punished or rewarded based on
outcomes of standardized tests. School leaders often do not have the tools or support to
create significant change and therefore turn to school-level leaders to initiate change and
monitor data. In addition to placing a strong emphasis on accountability, many districts
push for a comprehensive, model-based system for reform.
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Many educators choose not to enter the principalship due to a lack of adequate
compensation, stress, high accountability and time requirements (Bass, 2006). Despite
the principalship having many negative external factors, research suggested that the
intrinsic motivators outweigh the external factors (Malone, Sharp & Thompson, 2000).
Increased stress, increased time commitment and pressures from standardized test scores
were the top inhibitors to retention in the principalship. Gronn and Rawlings-Sinai
(2003) suggested that conditions in the workplace, workload and intensification, and
increased demand for accountability, combined with declining authority to act, and
expanded and restructured work roles are some causes for principal attrition.
To meet the conflicting requirements of high-stakes accountability and lack of
quality principal applicants, districts should consider the preparation of leaders in order to
meet the schools’ stringent accountability achievement demands. First, they should
realize that school leadership is a multidimensional job (NCREL, 2010). One criticism is
that training overly emphasizes management instead of instructional leadership.
Integrating traditional principal training with hands-on experience may prove beneficial.
Future principals would spend a large amount of time in real school settings with teams
of teachers developing techniques of shared or distributed leadership. This process for
building capacity for future leadership may increase the number of well-rounded, quality
applicants for the principalship.
Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between the adoption
of a distributed leadership model and job-embedded professional learning to increased
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student achievement. In order to examine these issues, the following research questions
were addressed:
1. Is there a relationship between distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning?
2. Are there relationships among distributed leadership, job-embedded
professional learning, and student achievement?
Delimitations
This study focused on K-5 schools, therefore generalizations to middle and high
schools should be approached with caution. This study was conducted in a large, middleto-high income metro suburban district; therefore, generalizations to other districts should
also be approached with caution. This study was conducted in a right-to-work state and
findings will need to be interpreted with caution when applied in a collective bargaining
state. This study was conducted in a district with high levels of professional learning;
therefore, generalizations to districts providing inconsistent professional learning should
be approached with caution. This study involved a significant number of teachers and
administrators who held advanced degrees; therefore, findings should be approached with
caution in districts where there is a limited proportion of professionals who have earned
advanced degrees.
Assumptions
The researcher assumed that the respondents to the School Improvement Survey,
Administrator Survey and Teacher Survey answered honestly. The researcher assumed
that the respondents were aware of and understood definitions of terms used. The
researcher also assumed that the respondents followed the directions of the survey and
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completed the survey to the best of their ability. Since teachers were asked to reflect
upon the behaviors of their supervising principals, the researcher also assumed that the
respondents responded candidly and without fear of confidentiality being violated.
Definitions of Terms
The following definitions provide meaning, in some instances unique to the
context researched, for terms that were used within this study:
Administrator- the principal or assistant principal who provides instructional and
managerial leadership in order to increase student achievement;
Building capacity- the process or byproduct of efforts focused to increase
leadership within the school building;
Consulting- the act of providing advice or feedback;
Distribute- the act of stretching or dividing tasks;
Distributed leadership- the process of decentralizing leadership to include all
stakeholders in the leadership, management and decision making process;
Expertise- a mastery level of proficiency within a particular field;
Feedback- a reaction or response to a particular activity;
Formative assessment- an assessment for learning used to adjust instruction and
inform the learner;
Framework- a model for a particular method or program;
Horizontal Collaboration- the collective, collegial interaction of the same grade
level or course involved in curriculum, instruction and assessment needs of the school;
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Job-embedded professional learning- a model of professional learning that is
administered on-the-job through peer coaching, mentoring, teaching, modeling and
consulting;
Mentoring- the act of teaching or guiding a less experienced colleague;
Modeling- the act of showing a standard for comparison or implementation;
Peer coaching- the process of providing feedback and instruction to colleagues;
Professional learning community (PLC)- a team of collegial teachers and/or
administrators who meet to develop, revise, or implement a common goal, objective, or
focus;
Schema- prior knowledge that helps to shape unknown concepts;
Stakeholders- a group of individuals who have a vested interest in the school such
as student, parent, teacher, staff member, partner in education, booster club, etc;
Summative assessment- an assessment of learning used to evaluate the level of
mastery acquired throughout a unit or concept;
Sustainability- the ability of a program or initiative to be sustained or
implemented continuously for certain duration of time; and
Vertical Collaboration- the collective, collegial interaction of differing grade
levels involved in curriculum, instruction and assessment needs of the school.
Justification
Although there are many ways to achieve whole school reform, many researchers
suggested a distributed leadership framework (Harris & Spillane, 2009; Hirsh, 2009;
Kayrooz & Fleming, 2008; NSDC, 2009; Wilms, 2009). According to Mayrowetz
(2008), the term distributed leadership consists of multiple meanings and allows for
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researchers and practitioners to talk past each other. She suggested that researchers look
beyond administrators and more extensively examine leadership throughout the building
among those who do not possess a formal leadership title. Story (2004) stated that
leadership should not fall into the hands of one person, but be shared among a number of
people. Research suggested a correlation between leadership and student achievement,
but the lack of empirical evidence that suggests that distributed leadership increases
student achievement is a weakness (NSDC, 2009; Spillane, 2004).
Many theorists and researchers suggested a distributed leadership model to
support job-embedded professional learning (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Gusky, 2000;
Hirsh, 2009; NSDC, 2009; Tienken & Stonaker, 2007). The National Staff Development
Council (2009) stated that the term professional learning should be comprehensive,
sustained and intensive. Professional learning should: align with state standards, be
taught by experts within the building, occur several times per week, be data-based,
evaluate teaching and learning, research evidence-based learning strategies, implement
formative assessments, occur through job-embedded opportunities, and inform on-going
academic improvements. Limited research has been done to link job-embedded
professional learning to increased student achievement. Because of the limited number
of studies conducted regarding job-embedded professional learning within a distributed
leadership framework to student achievement, this study adds to the body of knowledge.
Summary
Many research studies have revealed a positive correlation between certain
leadership styles and increased student achievement although it is unclear how distributed
leadership was connected to school improvement and the development of leadership.
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This may partially be due to the limited research on distributed leadership, specifically as
it relates to student achievement; this may also be the result of the term having multiple
meanings throughout academia. In addition, distributed leadership may lead to negative
results noting teachers may become overstressed due to the shared decision making
responsibilities. There was also a lack of evidence or direct correlation between
leadership and large-scale academic improvement.
In addition, studies have also revealed an indirect correlation between jobembedded professional learning and student achievement. Overall, studies have shown
that distributed leadership was often necessary for building capacity and sustaining jobembedded professional learning. Although empirical results show this form of
distributed leadership has led to human capacity building, which is also leadership
building, there are limited data on its effects relative to school improvement.
This study adds to the body of existing research on the relationships among
distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning and student achievement.
Many studies exist in Great Britain, Finland and other countries showing the
effectiveness of a distributed leadership model and the relationship among leadership and
building capacity for leaders through job-embedded professional learning and increased
student achievement (Silins & Mulford, 2002). Implications from this study can be used
by policymakers and practitioners to move schools further along the distributed
leadership continuum. According to the researcher’s findings, this would be a positive
move for schools. Although no relationship among job-embedded professional learning,
distributed leadership and student achievement was found, it has been widely recognized
by theorists and researchers that both of these constructs support teacher growth and, in
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turn, student growth. The researcher’s goal was to add to the body of research, provide
resources for local schools for implementation, and influence state and local professional
learning educational policy and budgeting. The results of this survey may be presented to
local school districts for consideration.
In Chapter I, the researcher has provided an introduction to the study. The
Literature Review is presented in Chapter II.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to offer a review of the literature in the field of
leadership and professional learning, which includes an associated theoretical framework,
as well as pertinent empirical studies and professional perspectives. It was developed
through a systematic study of distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning,
and the effects of distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning on
student achievement. The review of the literature supports distributed leadership as a
management framework to implement and sustain job-embedded professional learning
and increase student achievement. Leadership styles among a significant number of
leaders within education have evolved over the years from managerial to a more holistic
distributed style in the hopes of increasing student achievement.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework provides an examination of pertinent leadership
theories, including those related to distributed leadership. In addition, the theoretical
framework provides a review of professional learning theories, in particular those
associated with job-embedded professional learning and its impact on student
achievement. Job-embedded professional learning within a distributed leadership
framework has been shown to impact student achievement. According to research, jobembedded professional learning should occur throughout the day and be embedded into
the daily work of teachers (Croft et al., 2010; Garet et al., 2001; Gusky, 2003; Gusky,
1995; Morris, Chrispeels, & Burke, 2003; NSDC, 2009; Yoon et al., 2007). Research
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suggests a relationship among job-embedded professional learning, distributed
leadership, and student achievement (Harris & Spillane, 2009; Hirsh, 2009; Marzano,
Waters, & McNulty, 2005; NSDC, 2009; Tienken & Stonaker, 2007; Wilms, 2009).
Historical Evolution of Distributed Leadership as a Management Construct
The term distributed leadership has been used synonymously with shared
leadership, shared governance, team leadership, participative leadership and democratic
leadership. Although there are multiple ways to describe distributed leadership,
throughout time the meaning has remained the same. The term has stood the test of time
in fields such as psychology, business, leadership and education.
One of the first theorists to provide a comprehensive theory on cooperative
behavior in formal organizations was Chester Barnard (Mahoney, 2002). In the 1930s,
Barnard asserted that one of the necessary functions of an organization was to promote
communication among individuals. Barnard also stressed the importance of maintaining
cohesion within the organization by regulating the willingness of stakeholders who were
willing to serve (Mahoney, 2002). He suggested maintaining feelings of personal
satisfactions, self-respect and independent choice. Barnard coined the terms zone of
acceptance and zone of indifference. These terms assert that subordinates tend to accept
some decisions of their superiors without examining their merits based on the
subordinates’ zone of acceptance (Simon, 1947). In such instances, the superior does not
need to convince the subordinates, but relies on compliance. However, if the decision
falls outside the zone of acceptance, disobedience is likely to follow. Such circumstance,
he contended, may warrant the inclusion of subordinates in the decision making process.
Although Barnard (1938) asserted that management required the ability to persuade
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rather than command, the function of authority is a skill, not a hierarchical position. Gibb
(1954) argued, “Leadership is probably best conceived as a group quality, as a set of
functions which must be carried out by the group. This concept of ‘distributed
leadership’ is an important one” (p. 113). Katz and Kahn (1978) suggest when team
members voluntarily offer their influence to shared goals, shared leadership gives
organizations a competitive advantage by the resources provided through shared
information and increased commitment. “Those organizations in which influential acts
are widely shared are most effective” (Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 332).
Gibb (1954) suggested two forms of leadership: focused and distributed. Focused
leadership resides with a single individual. Distributed leadership resides with two or
more individuals who share in their roles, responsibilities and functions of leadership.
Gibb’s definition focused on multiple sources of influence within teams rather than
specific or formal positions of leadership. “We define shared leadership as an emergent
team property that results from the distribution of leadership influence across multiple
team members” (Gibb,1954, p. 884). It represents a condition of mutual influence
embedded in the interactions among team members that can significantly improve team
and organizational performance (Day, Gronn, & Salas, 2004). Shared leadership creates
a web of reciprocal influence that reinforces existing relationships among team members
(Carson et al., 2007).
Others believe the theory of leadership originated with conceptions of a heroic
leader (Kayrooz & Fleming, 2008). Over time, this theory evolved into accepting the
situation in which the leader operated and he or she behaved within the situation.
Leadership then began being seen as a group quality. Katz and Kahn (1978) stated that
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leadership is the function of an organization that should be shared among stakeholders to
allow for better decision making and create more of a commitment. Vroom and Jago
(2007) defined leadership as a collaborative model where shared decision making
prevails; however, leadership is a process, not the title of a person. Silins and Mulford
(2002) stated, “Processes and structure that support open communication, sharing of
information and participatory decision making are necessary for a school to work as a
team of learners and build their capacity for organizational learning” (p. 441).
Distributed Leadership as a Theoretical Lens for Looking at the Activity of Leadership
The term distributed leadership is widely used in the field of education and among
researchers and practitioners (Mayrowetz, 2008). It often consists of multiple meanings
that confuse practitioners and allow them to talk past each other. It is also unclear how
distributed leadership is connected to school improvement and the development of
leadership. Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2001) transferred their knowledge of
social science to argue that the idea of distributed leadership is an activity being
distributed or stretched over multiple people. Mayrowetz (2008) suggested at least two
important shifts in thinking: a) researchers must look beyond administrators, or the title
of a leader, in order to investigate leadership within the school, b) the researcher’s focus
should be on interactions or concertive action and not on a title of leadership such as the
principalship. Distributed leadership can be seen as leadership functions being stretched
among multiple people. Through their theories and research on distributed leadership,
Spillane et al. (2004) identified a set of instructional leadership functions similar to those
in the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) (Council of Chief State
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School Officers, 2010). The two sets of leadership functions are outlined below. The
ISLLC standards (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) are as follows:
Standard 1: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by facilitating the development, articulation,
implementation and stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared and
supported by the school community.
Standard 2: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by advocating, nurturing and sustaining a school
culture and instructional program conducive to student learning and staff
professional growth. Personnel programs are developed to meet the needs
of students and their families.
Standard 3: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by ensuring management of the organization,
operations and resources for a safe, efficient, and effective learning.
Standard 4: A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by collaborating with families and community
members, responding to diverse community interests and needs, and
mobilizing community resources.
Standard 5: A school administrator is an educational leader who
promotes the success of all students by acting with integrity, fairness and
in an ethical manner.
Standard 6: A school administrator is an educational leader who
promotes the success of all students by understanding, responding to and
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influencing the larger political, social, economic, legal, and cultural
context.
The functions developed by Spillane et al. (2004) consist of the following:


constructing and selling an instructional vision;



developing and managing a school culture conducive to conversations
about the core technology of instruction by building norms of trust,
collaboration, and academic press among staff;



procuring and distributing resources, including materials, time, support
and compensation;



supporting teacher growth and development, both individually and
collectively;



providing both summative and formative monitoring of instruction and
innovation; and



establishing a school climate in which disciplinary issues do not
dominate instructional issues. (p. 13)

As found in the ISLLC standards, a leader is someone who works to solicit the help,
opinions and support from a multitude of stakeholders. Similar to the ISLLC standards,
an examination of Spillane’s et al. functions of a leader suggest similar elements of
engaging multiple stakeholders in the education process. Through extrapolation, these
leadership functions from both the ISLLC and Spillane’s et al. research may be viewed as
strong support by the profession for distributing leadership among a variety of
stakeholders.
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The idea of distributed leadership is not new, but is used selectively in businesses,
international schools, and public education institutions in the United States. According to
the most recent Programme for International Students’ Assessment (PISA), a 2006 test
with 57 countries participating, Finland ranked number one in the world in mathematics
and science and number two in reading (The Finnish National Board of Education, 2007).
Kayrooz and Kahn (2008) believe that Finland’s entire educational system operates under
the distributed leadership framework. Decision-making powers in education have
historically been delegated to the local level leaders. Kayrooz and Kahn recognize that
principals usually do not know students the way that teachers do and therefore should
delegate the majority of curriculum and instructional decisions to those experts in the
building who work most directly with students and teachers. It is the principal’s job to
create a safe environment in which leadership will naturally rise up from within.
Leadership and decision-making should stretch an employee’s ability and allow them to
take on risks within the shared values and common goals adopted (Kayrooz & Kahn,
2008).
Spillane (2005) described another type of a “heroic leadership” in which school
leadership is often seen as that provided by an individual leader, often the principal.
Schools deal with the what of leadership instead of the how. Spillane defines the what of
leadership as structures, functions, roles and routines. He defines the how of school
leadership as the daily performance of those structures, functions, roles and routines.
Spillane also demystifies distributed leadership since the term has garnered research in
the United States. He goes on to say there is no one correct definition of distributed
leadership, but the terms and definitions are key to understanding the practice.
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Distributed leadership is that, a practice, not a particular role or a title. It can be viewed
as the product of interactions among stakeholders within a school setting. It is not the
product of one’s knowledge, but the interactions among individuals within a particular
setting. Spillane suggests the leader plus view to gain a better understanding. Leadership
practice involves multiple people with diverse backgrounds and various levels of
expertise. It is not the action of a super-human individual, but the product of interactions
among groups of individuals. It is not something done to followers, but the interaction
between leaders and followers’ interactions.
According to Kayrooz and Fleming (2008), distributed leadership is allowing
leadership to arise naturally and focus on collaborative interactions toward a shared goal.
Companies have used the distributed leadership framework to provide conditions in
which people will naturally rise to the occasion provided the right conditions. Instead of
a title defining someone as a leader, distributed leadership focuses on leadership actions
and interactions both formally and informally which occur in collaborative environments.
Those with various levels of expertise within a particular area are encouraged to mentor
new and/or less experienced staff. This leader is often described as a transformational
leader.
Building Leadership Capacity
Principals often ask, “How do I lead my school to high academic standards given
the current economic and No Child Left Behind crises?” (Flanary, 2009). Researchers
suggest building leadership capacity within the school to better serve the school’s and the
students’ needs. The National Association for Secondary School Principals’ (NASSP)
book, Breaking Ranks, lays out the strategies for building capacity. First, the leadership
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team should create a safe environment where taking risks is accepted. Second,
professional learning should be viewed as relevant and substantial. Third, staff members
need to identify their strongest skills and build on those for success. It takes multiple
experts within the building to build capacity to a level of providing job-embedded
professional learning and overall distributed leadership. According to Fullan (2005),
“Capacity building involves developing the collective ability—dispositions, skills,
knowledge, motivation and resources—to act together to bring about positive change” (p.
4). He goes on to say that teachers are put on a high alert dependency mode when
districts or schools jump from one superficial quick fix to another.
Distributed leadership in schools can be defined as “a form of collective
leadership in which teachers develop expertise by working together,” and “equates with
maximizing the human capacity within the organization” (Harris, 2004, p. 14). Schools
at this advanced degree have powerful professional learning communities seeking school
and instructional improvement. Although empirical results show this form of distributed
leadership has led to human capacity building, which is also leadership building, there are
limited data on its impact upon school improvement.
Professional Learning
The National Staff Development Council (2009) states that the term professional
learning means, “a comprehensive, sustained and intensive approach to improving
teachers’ and principals’ effectiveness in raising student achievement” (p. 1).
Professional learning should: align with state standards, be taught by experts within the
building, occur several times per week, be data-based, evaluate teaching and learning,
research evidence-based learning strategies, implement formative assessments, occur
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through job-embedded opportunities and inform on-going academic improvements
(NSDC, 2009). Gusky (2000) defines professional learning as “those processes and
activities designed to enhance the professional knowledge, skills and attitudes of
educators so that they might, in turn, improve the learning of students. In some cases, it
also involves learning how to redesign education structures and cultures. It is an
extremely important endeavor and central to education’s advancement as a profession.
“High-quality professional development is at the center of every modern proposal to
enhance education” (Gusky, 2000, p. 16).
Historical Evolution of Job-Embedded Professional Learning
Professional learning, in schools has changed in recent decades due to many
factors; one such factor is the level of accountability and performance mandates set forth
in NCLB. During the past 20 years professional learning has gone by names such as: inservice education, staff development, human resource development and professional
development (Sparks, 1994). Many of these professional learning opportunities came
from experts outside the school building coming in to train teachers on new practices.
Often the results of professional learning were based less on empirical data and more on
teacher satisfaction with the training. As schools were faced with higher performance
mandates, many schools began evaluating their professional learning’s effectiveness
through empirical data (Mayrowetz, 2008; NSDC, 2009; Sparks, 1994).
Results-Oriented Professional Learning
Results-driven professional learning is based not on the staff’s perception of
learning, but on the degree to which it changes behaviors in teachers to positively impact
student learning (Sparks, 1994). Results-driven education is based not on the bell curve,
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but on assessing and re-assessing students until they have mastered performance
standards. This method is implemented in the belief that all students can meet
performance standards if given sufficient time and appropriate instruction. Resultsdriven education means designing the curriculum and providing instructions in a way that
makes results more likely to occur.
According to Covey (1989) beginning with the end in mind assists in obtaining
desired results. O’Neil and Drillings (1994) suggest that curriculum and instruction
should be driven by the results the students are asked to display. The same holds true
with adult learners in professional learning. Results-driven education marks a shift in
thinking regarding public education and therefore requires a shift in thinking for
professional learning opportunities to meet the ever-changing needs of students. To date,
high school credits have been based largely upon seat time (Fitzpatrick, 2009). Current
reality suggests, in addition, that students should be held accountable for what they
actually learned as evidenced by their grade point averages (GPA) or their mastery on
state standardized tests. Professional learning is undergoing a similar shift in which
measuring only the number of professional learning units (PLUs) is inadequate.
Professional learning opportunities should be awarded based upon improved performance
(Fitzpatrick, 2009; O’Neil & Drillings, 1994).
Systems Thinking
Systems thinking refers to the functioning of various parts within an organization
and their effects on the system as a whole (Sparks, 1994). Systems thinkers are able to
view the impact of individual ideas on improvement efforts. Systems thinkers are also
able to see how change in one part of the organization may positively or negatively affect
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different parts of the organization. Systems thinkers think of the organization as a whole
with interdependent parts, not piecemealed reform efforts. Systems theory can be traced
by to the study of ecology (Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning, 2000).
For example, the introduction of feral pigs in Hawaii to a non-native atmosphere severely
altered the island’s ecosystem. The pigs ate rare native plants that many birds depended
on for nectar. They also dug deep holes that puddled with water and bred diseasecarrying mosquitoes. Schools are like the interdependent workings of ecosystems. Like
cogs in a machine, one part of the system depends on the other.
According to Senge (1990), systems thinking is the process of seeing
interrelationships, not things. It is looking for patterns of change versus static situations.
He suggests looking at change as a circular motion, not a straight line. Change happens
throughout an organization and there is not necessarily one cause or one outcome that
anyone can predict. Senge also suggests that changes in the system will affect another
part of the system in a minor or major way. The system is always in a state of flux
(O’Neil & Drillings, 1994).
Systems thinking is a powerful construct for professional learning (Sparks, 1994).
First, systems thinking should be a pervasive way of thought throughout all levels of the
organization. Second, administrators should understand the limitations of professional
learning that is conducted outside a systems thinking environment.
Constructivism
Constructivism is the belief that learners build their own knowledge rather than
receiving it from others (Sparks, 1994). According to Brooks and Brooks (1993) people
generally construct their own meaning. Fosnot (2005) suggests the constructivist theory
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consists of thinkers, creators and constructors. Just as young children create their own
meaning by exploring their world, so must adults do the same to create schema (Clinchy,
1995). Modeling is a key construct to the constructivist theory (Sparks, 1994). Teachers
should provide environments where students search for meaning and inquire about
unknown concepts (Brooks & Brooks, 1993). The goal is to help students become better
problem solvers.
Brooks & Brooks (1993) suggest the same constructivist theory for adult learners.
Adults should continue to see themselves as life-long learners. They should still inquire
and grapple for meaning. They suggest the importance of teachers having time to reflect
upon learning, and build their own schema from concepts learned. Constructivist
teaching may be best learned through constructivist professional learning where
behaviors are modeled rather than receiving training from “experts.” Constructivist
professional learning may consist of: peer coaching, reflection and feedback from
students and peers, journaling, action research, and conversation with peers regarding
Best Practices. According to the NSDC (2009), professional learning models like jobembedded professional learning flourish in a distributed leadership framework.
Job-Embedded Professional Learning
Many theorists and researchers suggest using a job-embedded professional
learning model in order to increase student achievement and improve teacher
instructional practices (Gusky, 2000; Kelleher, 2003; NSDC, 2009; Putnam & Borko,
2000). With the increased accountability associated with state standardized testing,
districts have a heightened interest in getting the optimal results from professional
learning in order to impact student achievement (Kelleher, 2003). Traditional
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professional learning opportunities have consisted of speakers or teacher workshops.
These activities may have little or no relevance to the individual schools or teachers’
content areas. According to NSDC (2009), traditional professional learning is often
disjointed experiences with limited follow up and insufficient time to experiment and
develop the new teaching strategies. Although external professional learning
opportunities may have some benefit, the school should then help the teachers connect
their learning to instructional practices relevant to all in order to maximize achievement.
The standards movement, along with the increased push to improve student achievement
data, has intensified the approach of administrators to ensure professional learning is
effective and linked to positive achievement results. Many assert that such a goal is more
effectively achieved through job-embedded professional learning.
“Job-embedded professional development refers to teacher learning that is
grounded in day-to-day teaching practice and is designed to enhance teachers’ contentspecific instructional practices with the intent of improving student learning” (Croft A.,
Coggshall J., Dolan M., Killion J., & Powers E., 2010, p. 2). It is integrated into the
workday. It is a continuous cycle of improvement in assessing and finding solutions to
authentic problems. Job-embedded professional learning is on-going, shared,
cooperative, inquiry-based, and aligned with state standards for student achievement. It
takes place in schools and is about the current working of schools. “Although jobembedded professional development can be undertaken by a teacher alone, a view of
professional knowledge as social, situated and distributed among colleagues undergirds
job-embedded professional development” (Putnam & Borko, 2000, p. 4).
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Job-embedded professional learning occurs both formally and informally through
the interactions among teachers (Croft et al., 2010). It is situated in the context of the
school and is distributed among the staff. Teachers typically build their knowledge
through practices that exist within the school. Job-embedded professional learning
consists of departmental, cross-departmental, grade-level (horizontal) and across gradelevel (vertical) teams of teachers engaging in contextual learning. Activities include:
coaching, mentoring, lesson study, action research, peer observation, examining student
work, reflecting and receiving feedback. Structured time is made available for teachers
to engage in job-embedded professional learning throughout the school day. Professional
learning should be sustained over time, embedded into every day work, incorporate
research and foster collaboration and reflective practices. Professional learning is more
effective when schools approach it as part of a reform model rather than isolated
trainings. Research on effective professional learning highlights the importance of a
collaborative or collegial learning environment (Croft et al., 2010). This type of
environment produces school-wide change rather than individual classroom change.
Job-Embedded Professional Learning, Expertise, and Distributed Leadership
According to Ericsson (2000), an expert refers to someone who possesses superior
achievement. An expert is one who has acquired special skill in or knowledge of a
particular subject through professional training and practical experience. Often these
professionals make their job or talent look effortless. Ericsson found that the level of
expertise was highly correlated with the number of hours spent on extensive, focused
training in that particular area. Ericsson found that experts in a particular field such as
chess often had limited success when applying that level of expertise in other areas that
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were not domain specific. He also found that the level of proficiency always reflected the
difference in the number of hours spent in specific, lengthy trainings. Often there was no
superior ability or mental capacity for becoming an expert in a particular field, just the
amount of time spent on specific, focused training. Mayrowetz (2008) argued that since
expertise is needed in particular areas, it is only feasible that a distributed style of
leadership would work since no one person can possess all the skills and expertise
necessary for improving a school. Distributed leadership can then be seen as multiple
sources of expertise from persons working in concert.
Leadership Practices that Sustain Professional Learning
“Sustainability is the capacity of a system to engage in the complexities of
continuous improvement consistent with deep values of human purpose” (Fullan, 2005, p.
ix). Overlapping Fullan’s definition is that of Hargreaves (2000): “Sustainability does not
simply mean whether something will last. It addresses how particular initiatives can be
developed without compromising the development of others in the surrounding
environment now and in the future” (p. 30). Fullan (2005) recognized that districts with
high levels of sustainability acknowledged poor performance publicly and sought
solutions (building the will for reform), focused intently on improving instruction and
achievement, built a system-wide framework and infrastructure to support instruction,
redefined and redistributed leadership at all levels of the district, made professional
development relevant and useful, and recognized there were no quick fixes.
In order to sustain change and keep an organization moving in the same direction,
a clear focus should be defined (Zepeda, 1999). In schools where learning communities
exist, the persons responsible for developing, implementing and evaluating professional
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learning typically have been the closest to the school’s success. Learning communities
need to be interconnected so that no one person is responsible for determining
professional learning that is best for staff and students.
Some theorists suggest the implementation of Professional Learning Communities
(PLCs) to sustain professional learning and achieve whole school reform. DuFour and
Eaker (1998) assert they not only help create change, but also sustain it through staff
ownership and peer accountability. Many schools today create time to collaborate in
professional learning communities. These collaborative sessions are a part of the school
day and help teachers reflect upon their professional learning, which is then implemented
across the PLC. Teachers are given time so that professional learning can be sustained
and more effective.
Sergiovanni (2006) suggests examining the role of teachers and administrators to
analyze how decisions are made throughout the school. Senge (1996) suggests teachers
are seed carriers of leadership and connect to like-minded individuals. The teacher as
learner promotes reflection and collaboration which builds capacity and moves
organizations further along the sustainability continuum (Sergiovanni, 1996).
Organizations take expertise from members of the organization to sustain a common
vision and mission; they work toward common values and goals together (Senge, 1996;
Sergiovanni, 1996). Brookfield (1986) suggests that when teachers teach other teachers
they engage in challenging and creative activities that foster an open, safe dialogue
between participants. Changes in practice come from these open dialogues and can be
sustained through learning communities (Zepeda, 1999).
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Traditional professional learning trainings consist of skill-based workshops
(North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, 1994). These activities assume that the
transfer of knowledge from experts is sufficient for learning and implementation without
considering the need for horizontal or vertical collaboration. School-wide reform
flourishes when all members within the school act as one body rather than independent
parts. As students’ learning needs change, so should adult learning protocols.
Summary Reflections on a Theoretical Framework
From Chester Barnard’s theories regarding leadership in the 1930s to modern day
literature based on distributed leadership, the theories of those who espouse shared
governance remains largely consistent. Leadership that is distributed, they assert,
produces better performance, cohesion, sharing of ideas, building capacity, increased
commitment and sustainability of initiatives. Distributed leadership can be found in
businesses as well as public education institutions. It is the process of building capacity,
promoting expertise and sustaining initiatives through shared decision making,
governance, and implementation processes.
Many theorists and researchers agree that job-embedded professional learning is
implemented more effectively in a distributed leadership model. Job-embedded
professional learning consists of on-the-job, real-world applicable training. It is
embedded into the school day and focused on individual teachers’ content application. It
is data-driven professional learning that is based on the interactions and sustainability of
initiatives. It also is founded in the theory of constructivism where the learner constructs
his or her own meaning based on prior knowledge and experiences rather than receiving
it from others.
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Pertinent Research and Professional Perspectives
According to research literature, both leadership style and job-embedded
professional learning have been correlated to increased student achievement.
Researchers assert that to be sustainable, job-embedded professional learning should exist
within a distributed leadership framework.
Distributed Leadership
Although greater emphasis has been placed on distributed leadership within an
organization, as opposed to leadership being the purview of a single individual elevated
by a hierarchical system, little research has been conducted to address the implications of
distributed leadership (Carson, J., Marrone, J., & Tesluk, P., 2007). However, research
does suggests relationships among distributed leadership, job-embedded professional
learning and student achievement (Harris & Spillane, 2009; Hirsh, 2009; Marzano,
McNulty, & Walters, 2005; NSDC, 2009; Tienken & Stonaker, 2007; Wilms, 2009).
Many in the field of education use the term distributed leadership, which also is
used synonymously with shared, collaborative, democratic and participative leadership
(Leithwood et al., 2004; Harris & Spillane, 2008). Researchers such as Leithwood et al.
and Harris and Spillane agree that the term distributed leadership has promising uses, but
until further research is conducted, could confuse those implementing it. Research has
shown the importance of leadership functions occurring throughout the school at multiple
levels whether through a formal or informal position of authority. Distributed leadership
helps leaders perform at every level of the organization while encouraging them to think
differently about their work. Leithwood et al. (2004) believe that studies showing the
importance of leadership occurring simultaneously throughout the school building and
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school day may prevent the term distributed leadership from becoming another passing
reform.
Distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning may require new
ways of thinking and managing a school. Michael Fullan’s (1993) theory on leadership
and change states that educational reform is expansive and ever-changing. He suggests
new ways of looking at reform such as seeing problems as opportunities, realizing that
change cannot be mandated, ensuring that realism and individualism have equal power,
and designing schools to be learning communities. In addition, Fullan suggests that
leaders are at the forefront of the effective change process. In order to move a school
from good to great, James Collins (2001) presents multiple levels of leaders with a Level
5 leader exhibiting qualities of humility and selflessness while building a great
organization. He suggests relying on high standards and not personal charisma. He
encourages leaders to surround themselves with other good leaders and followers.
Collins enlists those who will create a culture of discipline while honestly looking at the
facts of the company. And, he suggests that companies entertain difficult questions
regarding the future of operations. His work has been widely accepted in the education
world to help schools improve performance.
James Spillane consistently defines distributed leadership not as the distribution
of tasks, but as the interactive web of leaders who change roles based on the situation
(Spillane, et al., 2003; Spillane et al., 2001). He and his co-authors define three ways that
leadership roles can be distributed or stretched out, collaborative distribution occurs when
the actions of one leader become the basis for another leader’s actions, collective
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distribution occurs when leaders act individually for the purpose of a common goal, and
coordinated distribution occurs when sequential tasks are led by different individuals.
Effects of Leadership on Student Achievement
A recent research study entitled, “How leadership influences student learning,”
revealed that effective leadership improves learning (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, &
Wahlstrom, 2004). Leithwood et al. argued that there is nothing new about this
information. Studies have shown a lack of evidence or direct correlation to leadership as
a pathway for large-scale academic improvement. More often, schools rely more on faith
than fact. Leithwood et al., in collaboration with The Wallace Foundation, determined
that leadership does matter, and it is second only in importance to the instruction of the
classroom teacher. Leadership style seemed to matter most in schools where the student
learning needs were critical for academic mastery and improvement. The authors do not
promote one type of leadership over another, but stress that the local and district school
leaders are crucial in maintaining school reform. Again, schools with the highest needs
tend to show the greatest gains when coupled with effective leadership. Leithwood et al.
asserts that virtually no troubled school has been turned around without the intervention
of a powerful leader acting as the catalyst. Research suggests that there are two primary
predictors to determine if leadership will have a positive or negative impact on student
achievement (Mazano, Waters, & McNulty, 2003). The first is whether or not leaders are
able to discern the change needed in classroom practices that will most likely have a
positive impact on student achievement. The second is whether or not leaders recognize
the magnitude of change needed and adjust their leadership style accordingly.
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In the largest national study to date, “In Learning from Leadership” strongly links
leadership to student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2004). The Wallace Foundation
conducted a $3.5 million study with more than 1,000 interviews, surveyed more than
8,000 teachers and administrators, and observed in more than 350 classrooms at all grade
levels. The study suggested a strong, positive correlation among the leadership of
individual principals, school board members, teachers and community member
stakeholders and improved student achievement. Key findings in the study indicated the
following:


Student achievement is higher in schools where principals share leadership
roles and responsibilities with teachers and other community members;
principals play a key role in encouraging others to join;



Higher-performing schools generally ask for more input and engagement from
a variety of stakeholders;



High-performing schools generally have district support regarding shared
leadership;



High-performing schools tend to reach beyond the minimum educational
standards which are mandated;

Challenges to effective school leadership consisted of the following:


Lack of district support in regard to principal professional development and
limited contact with the district office;



Negative impact of principal turnover on student achievement due to
disruptions in shared and collegial leadership with teachers;



Lack of sustained leadership to improve instruction in high schools; and
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Absence of a comprehensive reform model in most districts.

Similarly, research by Silns and Mulford (2002) has shown that student
achievement is more likely to improve when leadership is distributed throughout the
school community, and where teachers are empowered in areas of importance to them.
The message emanating from these studies suggests the limitation of a singular leadership
approach and an emphasis on the leadership role as being primarily concerned with
empowering others to lead.
Carson et al., (2007) tested the hypothesis that the degree of shared leadership
within a team positively related to the team’s performance in a managerial organization.
A hierarchical regression was used with controls for team size, project demands, gender
and race diversity, as well as internal team environment. The results revealed a strongly
positive relationship between the degree of shared leadership and the team’s performance
(= 0.65, p < .001). The theoretical implications for the study suggest using various
forms of leadership, but suggest that shared leadership, also known as distributed
leadership, is more effective than relying on a sole individual for leadership.
According to Reeves (2007), teacher leadership is an integral part of educational
reform. He suggests the common element in award-winning schools is their desire for
excellence, focused continuous improvement and a push for teacher leadership. Reeves
studied Jenks Public Schools in Oklahoma, the winner of the 2005 Baldrige Award for
school quality, and found teacher leaders providing extra tutoring for students, analyzing
data in the efforts to act proactively and a relentless determination to see all students
succeed. According to Reeves, Jenks’ academic challenges could not be met by
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programs, inspirational speakers or dynamic administrators, but rather by systematic
approaches to leadership at every level.
Marzano et al., (2005) conducted a meta-analysis in which they correlated
leadership to student achievement. This research revealed a positive correlation of .25
among different facets of leadership and student achievement. The researchers began by
searching ERIC, Psychology Literature and dissertation abstracts, and obtained over
5,000 studies correlating leadership to study achievement between the years of 1978
through 2001. Sixty-nine studies that directly link leadership and student achievement
were identified. The study directly and indirectly linked leadership with student
achievement; academic achievement was measured by a standardized achievement test or
state test, and effect sizes in correlation form were reported or could be computed. The
typical study involved a questionnaire given to teachers regarding their perception of the
principal’s leadership style. Teachers were surveyed since they are the closest to the
principal’s leadership style and since the principal might inflate their own leadership style
ranking. Teacher’s ratings were seen as the most valid. The average score for the
teacher’s rating of the principal’s leadership was computed and correlated with the
average student achievement score for the school which resulted in an overall r =.25
correlation value between leadership and student achievement.
When comparing results to similar studies, Marzano et al. (2005) found a
somewhat higher correlation between leadership functions and student achievement than
other studies. Many reasons may exist for this discrepancy. First, other studies
researched schools within different countries that did not mirror the education system
within the United States. Second, the overall effect sizes vary depending on the method
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for determining the correlation value. Finally, the Marzano et al. study corrected for
attenuation or shrinkage in the correlation coefficient due to the reliability and validity of
the measurement instrument. Overall, the principal’s leadership style was found to have
a profound effect on the achievement of students in their schools. According to Marzano
et al., the leadership within a school is extremely important to the well-being of the staff
and students success both socially and academically. The research shows that while
leaders can have a positive impact on student achievement, they also can have a negative
impact on student achievement (Mazano et al., 2003).
Some findings on the effects of leadership on student achievement depend
on whether the study was conducted through a quantitative or qualitative analysis
(Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). Robinson et al. reported that the effects of
leadership on student achievement are very weak. Quantitative researchers such
as Hallinger and Heck (1996) suggest an indirect relationship between principal
actions and student outcomes. Qualitative researchers assert more of a direct
relationship between school leaders and their impact on student achievement
(Hargreaves & Finks, 2006). They suggest the quality of school leaders directly
impacts student achievement. Researchers Leithwood and Mascall (2008) tout
distributed leadership over hierarchical types of leadership since it capitalizes on
the collective strengths of multiple individuals to accomplish shared goals and
responsibilities. In addition, their research suggest a stronger relationship in high
schools that elementary school.
According to Reeves (2009), teacher leadership is not defined by a
person’s title, but the act of influencing colleagues in the art of instructional
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practice. Reeves conducted a survey of open-ended questions targeting over 300
teachers and administrators regarding the sources of greatest impact on
professional practice. This survey found that internal factors such as students,
family, personal experience and colleagues had the greatest impact on
professional practice. Additional impact came from external factors such as
professional learning and formal school leadership experience. The most
powerful predictor of teacher leadership was direct modeling by colleagues.
Reeves suggests these leadership practices lead to the sharing of effective
practices throughout the staff, higher standards of excellence for teachers and
students, improved engagement by teachers and students, and most importantly, a
positive change in professional practice.
Effects of Leadership on Student Achievement
According to Harris (2005), research suggests distributed forms of
leadership do build capacity within schools, but further research is needed to
determine the relationship to student achievement. The relationship between
school leadership and school improvement is complex. Research has determined a
relationship between the two, but empirical data are limited and unclear. Many
studies have attempted to define the relationship between leadership and student
achievement, but most focus on the traits of the principal and not on the
relationship between leadership and organizational change and development
(Bell, Bolan, & Cubillo, 2003). Hallinger and Heck (1996) suggest that
shortcomings in the research and areas that may have been overlooked during
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research because of biases that produce inconclusive research results when linking
leadership to school improvement.
Recent research points to capacity building as a means of generating and
sustaining school reform (Fullan, 2001; Harris, 2005; Harris & Lambert, 2003).
Distributed leadership is seen by many as the core of capacity building within an
organization (Fullan, 2003; Fullan, 2005; Harris, 2005; Mayrowetz, 2008).
Leadership in this context is a group of experts who are interconnected, working
together for the good of the organization. Although further and more direct
correlations are needed, these implications from current school leadership suggest
distributed leadership can and does impact building capacity and student
achievement (Harris, 2005).
Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom and Anderson (2010) along with The
Wallace Foundation (2010) conducted a study aimed at determining the effects of
collective leadership on teachers and students. Through their empirical data, they
determined that almost all high-performing schools had a large number of teacher
leaders involved in the decision making process, whereas low-performing schools
had limited input. Although principals and central office personnel had the most
impact on decision-making at the local level, their influence was not diminished
by the addition of teacher leaders. In conclusion, the study found that school
leaders had an impact on student achievement through the motivation of teachers
and working conditions.
In summary, there is limited empirical data directly linking distributed
leadership to student achievement. The majority of the research suggests a
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relationship between general types of leadership and improved school culture,
increased teacher efficacy, or increased student achievement. Most research does
not delve into particular leadership types, but gives a general overview asserting
that leadership does impact student achievement both directly and indirectly.
Effects of Leadership on School Improvement
Most empirical data related to distributed leadership are found in school
improvement and teacher leadership literature (Harris, 2005). First, researchers suggest a
relationship between distributed leadership and school culture (Harris, 2005, Spillane et
al., 2001). Researchers suggest strong collegial relationships form through distributed
leadership practices, and lead to school improvement and effective change. Collegial
relationships allow for leadership to arise naturally (Little, 1990). Rosenholz (1989)
suggests a strong link between teacher collegiality and school change. Her research
suggests that administrators and teachers are more likely to adopt and follow norms,
values and beliefs when participating within a collegial, collaborative environment. This
environment allows for and supports the change process.
Glickman, Gordan and Ross-Gordan (2001) researched successful schools, and
compiled a list of characteristics exhibited by those with improved student achievement.
Varied sources of leadership within the schools were consistently found, including
distributed leadership. The one form of leadership that was often associated with school
change and improvement was distributed leadership (Fullan, 2001; Glickman et al.,
2001).
Another area where researchers have noted improvements in achievement is in the
area of organizational development (Harris, 2005). According to the research by Silins
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and Mulford (2002), student achievement was increased in schools where the leadership
was distributed throughout the school and where teachers felt they were contributing to
an area of interest to them. In schools where teachers have shared leadership roles,
improved student achievement gains were also seen (Louis, 1996). Schools with this
type of collegiality and collaboration are often viewed as learning communities.
Within the area of teacher leadership, the literature and research both show a
strong relationship between distributed leadership, self-efficacy and morale (MacBeath,
1998). Research suggests when teachers learn together and share effective practices for
the purposes of improved instruction, the possibility of hiring quality personnel is often
easier (Little, 1990; Lieberman, Saxl, & Miles, 2000). Leithwood and Jantz (2000) found
that distributing leadership to teachers often had an impact on student achievement. They
found teachers who were considered to have a leadership role were more effective in
engaging their students and providing a positive influence. Other studies suggest that
where teachers have a role in leadership, there is often decreased staff absenteeism
(Rosenholz, 1989). Overall, distributed leadership is shown throughout research
literature to have a positive impact on school culture, effective pedagogy, and educator
quality. Less consistently demonstrated are the influences on student achievement.
Effects of Distributed Leadership and Productivity from the General Research on
Organizational Effectivenes.
Organizational effectiveness can be defined as the physical amount of output for
each unit of productive input (Herman Miller, Inc., 2004). Within the studies of
organizational effectiveness outside the realm of education, there is a wealth of research
that may be beneficial, assuming that one can extrapolate such data to complement the
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limited data on the impact of distributed leadership on productivity in the education
world. Early theories regarding human behavior and productivity are still valid today.
Within an organization, input is directly related to output. According to the U.S.
Bureau of Labor and Statistics (2010), output is determined by the combined efforts of
input. The products of white collar or knowledge work such as transportation,
communications, utilities, finance and insurance are hard to measure whereas blue collar
products and services are quantifiable. Although hard to measure, Herman Miller, Inc.
(2004) suggests that the unit of analysis should be the individual. The research suggests
looking into external factors that affect productivity such as the design of the
organization (centralized or decentralized), its people (work styles, human resource issue,
performance), and the physical work environment (facilities). Herman Miller, Inc.
(2004) suggests that in order to foster organizational effectiveness, organizations should
establish trust and give people autonomy, create a positive work environment, and
provide healthful support. According to Baker and Branch (2002), generic management
functions within an organization should include the following:


Defining mission and establishing purpose and goals;



Leading and motivations;



Strategizing and planning;



Controlling and establishing roles and authorities;



Setting performance standards and value expectations;



Staffing, developing, and managing human resources;



Budgeting and allocating resources;



Evaluating, learning, and improving; and
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Managing external relations.

One of the most widely used tools for assessing organizational effectiveness, the
Malcolm Baldrige Quality Award, reflects these generic management functions. Along
with prior organizational effectiveness literature, the Malcolm Baldrige Quality Award
reflects seven performance criteria: leadership, strategic planning, customer and market
focus, information and analysis, human resource focus, process focus and business
results.
According to Baker and Branch (2002), the leadership style within organizations
has changed over the years. Over time, leadership has evolved from bureaucratic control
to engagement and now to networking and collaboration. Networking and collaboration
consists of a flexible and fluid network design, added value in partnerships and alliances,
organization designed around the external environment, and a facilitation focus rather
than a management focus.
Research suggests that shared leadership and entrepreneurial teams are a
valuable predictor in the success of an organization (Ensley & Pearce, 2000).
Organizational research goes further to suggest shared leadership leads to
cohesion within a company (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Eisenhardt and
Bourgeois (1988) found that firms whose top executives instill shared leadership
outperform those who have dominating, power-controlling leaders. Katzenbach
(1997) suggests that a team’s real performance depends on the ability of top
leaders to share leadership and shift the role of the leader back and forth to
different experts, as various tasks require specific expertise. Research suggests
that teams are more effective when shared leadership is employed (Barry, 1991;
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Katzenbach, 1997). Shared leadership assists with increased collaboration,
coordination, cooperation and innovation (Manz & Sims, 1993, Yeatts & Hyten,
1998). Additional research suggests that shared leadership has been found to be a
predictor of new venture performance (Ensley & Pearce, 2000). Shaw and Shaw
(1962) found that highly cohesive groups spent more time planning and problem
solving, whereas less cohesive groups spent time in strife. Highly cohesive
groups share knowledge, and have a high degree of commitment to the group task
and group goals. Cohesion appears to be necessary for productivity within most
organizations.
In addition, research suggests shared leadership leads to a collective
vision, which in turn leads to new venture performance. Teams that are selfmanaging leadership teams are more effective (Pearce, 2000; Katzenbach. 1997).
Distributed leadership teams are typically high-performing teams. Finally, both
cohesion and a collective vision that is found within shared leadership leads to
new venture performance and productivity.
While tentative conclusions about distributed leadership and student
achievement might be generalized from the findings from the general literature,
the dearth of such literature is a weakness in the body of extant knowledge
regarding effective leadership practice in schools. Thus, the present study will
seek to add additional, research-based information regarding the impact of shared
governance in schools upon student achievement.
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Job-embedded Professional Learning
Research that directly correlates job-embedded professional learning to student
achievement is also very limited. However, conclusions may be drawn about these links
through extrapolation of the general research literature on professional learning and
student achievement; this is approached through an examination of the literature on
elements of professional learning that are enhanced through training that occurs within
the context of actual practice. One of the goals of this study is to make a contribution to
existing literature by providing seminal findings regarding relationships between jobembedded professional learning and student achievement.
The National Staff Development Council (2009) defines the term professional
learning as, “a comprehensive, sustained, and intensive approach to improving teachers’
and principals’ effectiveness in raising student achievement” (p. 1). Professional learning
should occur throughout the day through job-embedded processes that support teachers
and encourage professional growth through peer-coaching, peer-observation,
conferences, feedback, modeling and mentoring (NSDC, 2009; Tienken & Stonaker,
2007). Thus, according to Tienken and Stonaker (2007), every day is a potential
professional learning day. The authors studied schools located in Monroe Township
Public School District in New Jersey. Teachers in this small district realized the
importance of job-embedded professional learning and asked the district to provide time
for peer observation and coaching. These teachers recognized the ineffectiveness of their
current professional learning that had no relevance to their content, no follow up and
limited purpose. When asked about traditional professional learning, teachers remarked,
“It doesn’t really change what we do in our classrooms” (Tienken & Stonaker, 2007, p.
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25). Professional learning from the outside was often viewed as disconnected and
isolated from their classroom.
In order to make the shift, the district had to first listen to these teachers as they
voiced their concern, and they did. Monroe Township Public Schools radically changed
the structure of professional learning in the district. The accountability and expectations
for professional learning were high. In a year’s time, the district saw a twenty-nine
percent increase in the teachers who said they applied the things learned from jobembedded professional learning into their classroom. A 25% increase was seen in
instructional strategies being used in the classroom. An increase of over 30% was
recorded in teachers saying that the content of the professional learning was directly
related to the content they were teaching in the classroom.
Some evidence suggests that advisability of blending both external and internal
staff development (Morris, Chrispeels, & Burke, 2003). Researchers assert that external
staff development enhances pedagogical knowledge and content skills (Morris,
Chrispeels, & Burke, 2003; NSDC, 2009; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss & Sharpley,
2007). Internal staff development should focus on school reform networks, forums for
teacher dialogue, grade-level, departmental and interdisciplinary teams. The crux of the
work for school reform comes from the shared expertise developed both internally and
externally with colleagues in the school.
DuFour (2004) suggests that practitioners have drawn an artificial distinction
between teaching and learning. According to DuFour’s research, teachers teach 180 days
a year and learn for four or five days a year. He suggests that practitioners transition
from this way of thinking and embed professional learning throughout the 180 days of
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teaching. When teachers work together, create common assessments, monitor
assessments, analyze data and help each other develop and improve instructional
strategies; this kind of professional learning builds teacher capacity and sustains school
improvement.
Empirical data collected in Victoria, Australia by Knowledge & Skills: Building a
Future (2005) demonstrated a relationship between effective professional learning and
student achievement. The research confirms that engaging teachers in high-quality
professional learning is one way to increase teacher skills and competency. This research
confirms that teacher competency is an indicator of student achievement. Due to
evolving trends in education, teachers are constantly changing their practices to meet the
demands. In order to keep abreast of current pedagogical trends in teaching and learning,
educators need sufficient knowledge of the content area and skills and strategies to help
students be successful. This study in provided seven principles for highly effective
professional learning to impact student achievement:
1. Professional learning is focused on student outcomes.
2. Professional learning is focused on and embedded in teacher practice.
3. Professional learning is informed by the best available research on
effective learning and teaching.
4. Professional learning is collaborative, involving reflection and
feedback.
5. Professional learning is evidence-based and data-driven to guide
improvement and to measure impact.
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6. Professional learning is ongoing, supported and fully integrated into
the culture and operations of the system an school.
7. Professional learning is an individual and collective responsibility at
all levels of the system and it is not optional.
According to Newmann and Whalage (1995), schools with collaborative work
cultures, professional learning communities, a clear focus on student achievement data, a
link to instructional standards, and staff development support are more likely to have
growth in student achievement. Fullan (2000) states that school improvement will not
occur until the majority of teachers become contributors and benefactors to the
professional learning community. School principals who are results-driven and dataoriented are more likely to engage their staff in effective professional learning
opportunities that result in continuous improvement (DuFour, 1999). Research indicates
that schools that have a stable professional learning community with expert teachers who
share norms, values and goals typically focus in on student achievement results (Lewis &
Paik, 2001). In order to create whole school reform, schools should build capacity in the
area of teachers who become experts, build capacity and create quality professional
learning opportunities for others (Darling-Hammond, 1993).
Effects of Job-Embedded Professional Learning on Student Achievement
As noted previously, empirical evidence linking job-embedded professional
development to student achievement is very limited. Gusky (1995) asserted throughout
the processes of school reform, restructuring and transforming, professional development
is the vehicle for change. Questions have been raised about the effectiveness of various
forms of professional learning along with increased demands for demonstratable results.
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Gusky’s research suggests that professional learning should include both organizational
and individual development. It should be job-embedded, and can be provided by experts
outside the school building.
For the most part, research on professional learning is extensive, but most point to
the inadequacies without offering solutions. Studies directly linking professional learning
to student achievement are rare. Gusky (1995, p. 4) suggests the following guidelines for
professional learning success:
1. Recognize change as both an individual and organizational process.
2. Think big, but start small.
3. Work in teams to maintain support.
4. Include procedures for feedback on results.
5. Provide follow-up, support, and pressure.
6. Integrate programs.
Gusky suggests there is no single optimal approach to professional development. Rather
there is a multitude of ways to achieve student success through professional learning
depending on each school’s individual context.
While few studies provide direct empirical evidence to support positive impacts
of job-embedded professional learning on student achievement; research suggests that
job-embedded professional learning leads to improved practice, which leads to improved
student achievement (Croft et al., 2010). According to Darling-Hammond and
Richardson (2009), the most useful professional learning emphasizes active teaching,
assessment, observation and reflection, rather than abstract discussion. A recent national
survey reported that teacher’s knowledge and skills grew and their practice changed when
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they received professional learning that was coherent, focused, and promoted active
learning (Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001).
Gusky (2003) concludes that characteristics of effective professional learning
vary widely and were often contradictory. His research suggests that researchers and
practitioners may not know what it takes for effective professional learning. Even though
the studies that he examined were research-based, many lacked rigorous investigations
into the relationships, which changed instructional practices and improved student
achievement. Many studies, he concluded, are based on teacher perceptions based on
surveys, and not based on empirical data.
In conjunction with NSDC, Roy (2009) found that student achievement was
impacted when professional learning was embedded. It helped when teachers applied
their knowledge throughout their content area and had sufficient time to practice.
Research suggests that collective teams of teachers work together to provide follow up
activities and support, conduct peer observations and feedback, plan together, examine
student work, and take part in professional discussions (Croft et al., 2010; Garet et al.,
2001; Gusky, 2003; Gusky, 1995; Morris, Chrispeels, & Burke, 2003; NSDC, 2009;
Yoon et al., 2007). In an examination of more than 1,300 professional development
studies, Yoon et al., 2007 found that when teachers participated in 49 hours of specific
professional learning; student achievement score were raised by 21 percentile points.
Educators are more likely to sustain learning when it is hands-on, relative to their content
area, and applied consistently. Many elements within the general research on
professional learning are adopted throughout job-embedded professional learning.
Through an extrapolation of the general research, which has provided evidence in some
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cases of the impact of professional learning on student achievement, a tentative
conclusion can be made regarding the effects of job-embedded professional learning with
the same characteristics found in previous research studies.
Sustained, Intensive Professional Learning
According to research conducted by Yoon et al., (2007), sustained and intensive
professional learning was linked to student achievement. They found that professional
learning lasting fewer than 14 hours showed no effect on student learning, while
professional learning that provided more than 14 hours of sustained learning showed
significantly positive results. The largest effect was found in professional learning
consisting of 30 to 100 hours spread over 6-12 months.
Together, the research points to the effectiveness of sustained, job-embedded,
collaborative professional learning (Croft et al., 2010). Time intensive professional
learning is important, and research also suggests that unless it is specifically connected to
teacher subject-matter, then it will do little to change teacher practices or improve student
achievement (American Educational Research Association, 2005). Current research also
suggests providing intensive, sustained, content-rich collegial learning opportunities to
improve both teacher and student learning (Croft et al., 2010; Morris, Chrispeels, &
Burke, 2003; NSDC, 2009; Yoon et al., 2007). When schools are able to provide this
type of hands-on rigorous learning for the teachers, they are then able to recreate similar
rigorous and engaging opportunities for students.
Building Teacher Competency and Content Expertise
According to research, good teachers are the foundation for improving student
achievement (American Educational Research Association, 2005). A recent study
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suggests that the quality of the teacher is the most important factor in determining student
achievement (Darling-Hammond, 1998). Haycock (1998) found that low-achieving
students made a 53% gain in achievement when taught by a highly competent teacher.
Four out of five teachers are not prepared to teach today’s students, and over one
third are teaching out of their primary field of expertise (McQueen, 1999). In the 1960s,
the push for improved teacher competency was through generic teaching skills such as
grouping, time management, maintaining attention, and classroom demonstrations.
These generic skills provided small to moderate gains in student achievement. In the
1990s, the researched delved deeper into student reasoning and problem solving.
Researchers determined that professional learning consisting of how students learn a
particular subject, instructional practices and strategies that are specific to the subject,
and strengthening teacher subject matter knowledge had a much larger impact on student
achievement. The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) (1999)
identified five characteristics of highly qualified teachers:
1. Teachers are committed to students and their learning.
2. Teachers know the subjects they teach and how to teach those subjects to
students.
3. Teachers are responsible for managing and monitoring student learning.
4. Teachers think systematically about their practice and learn from experience.
5. Teachers are members of learning communities. (p.1)
Improving teacher quality is worth the money spent and nets greater gains in student
learning (Darling-Hammond, 1998).
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Research shows that professional learning is most effective when directly applied
to specific and individual teachers and their content area (American Educational
Research Association, 2005). In addition, professional learning, when connected to the
specific standards and materials teachers use, leads to better instruction and improved
student achievement. To considerably improved student achievement, the content
dealing with curriculum and instruction should be evaluated (Joyce & Showers, 2002).
In order for the content to have an impact, teachers should implement changes from
professional learning into their everyday practice. There needs to be a cycle of learning,
implementation, reflection and evaluation.
Researchers in Tennessee studied students who had highly qualified teacher for
three consecutive years and those who did not (Education Week, 2004). On the state
standardized tests, students in the classes with high quality teachers scored 50 percentile
points higher than those students who were taught by low quality teachers. Many ask
what sets the high quality teacher apart from his or her counterpart. Although teacher
quality is hard to measure, researchers suggest that teachers who score high on basic
skills test and college entrance exams are typically high scoring academically and in
return produce that same achievement through their instruction. Deep content
knowledge, especially in science and mathematics, has positive impacts on student
achievement (Monk, 1994).
Equally important to teacher content knowledge in determining student
achievement is the years of experience a teacher holds (Education Week, 2004). A
significant amount of research suggests that teachers who have taught more than five
years are also better able to improve achievement. NCLB required in 2005-2006 that all
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teachers be highly qualified. This means that teachers are certified and have
demonstrated proficiency in the subject matter through college course work or advanced
certification.
Summary
Many research studies have revealed a positive correlation between leadership
style and increased student achievement, although it is unclear how distributed leadership
is connected to school improvement and the development of leadership. This may
partially be due to the limited research on distributed leadership specifically as it relates
to student achievement and also the term having multiple meanings throughout academia.
In addition, some researchers have found that distributed leadership may lead to negative
results, noting teachers can become overstressed due to the shared decision making
responsibilities. Variance in ability and experience among teachers may also impact their
preparedness to contribute meaningfully in decisions. Other studies have shown a lack of
evidence or direct correlation to leadership as a pathway for large-scale academic
improvement.
Studies have also revealed mostly indirect positive correlations between jobembedded professional learning and student achievement. Research on generic forms of
professional learning has been shown to impact overall teacher quality, morale and
student achievement. Research on job-embedded professional learning is typically
limited to qualitative data based on teacher questionnaires. Quantitative data that directly
links job-embedded professional learning to student achievement are limited.
Overall, studies show that distributed leadership is often necessary for building
capacity and sustaining job-embedded professional learning. Although empirical results
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show this form of distributed leadership has led to human capacity building, which is also
leadership building, there are limited data on its effects relative to school improvement
and student achievement gains.
Only tentative conclusions can be drawn concerning the relationships among
distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning and student achievement.
However, the suggestions of such relationships, both from the specific literature on these
topics and from that which is extrapolated from research on leadership, professional
learning and general organizational productivity literature indicates the possibility of such
relationships. With this in mind, the researcher hopes to add to the body of extant
knowledge on these topics through the present research protocol.
In Chapter II, the researcher reviewed the literature. The methodology is
presented in Chapter III.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
Chapter III poses research questions based on the theoretical framework and
pertinent research and professional perspectives; it further describes the research
methodology used. In addition, it describes the participants in the study and gives an indepth look of the research design and procedures. It identifies the independent and
dependent variable as well, along with the variables for which the researcher provided
controls. The data collection process is described and an analysis of the results is
provided.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between the adoption
of a distributed leadership model and job-embedded professional learning to increased
student achievement. This study identified K- 5 public schools in the state of Georgia
that exhibited qualities of distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning and
student achievement. It defined distributed leadership within a management framework
to help schools build capacity for leaders, sustain job-embedded professional learning,
and increase student achievement. In addition, the successes and limitations of such a
framework, along with the associated risks were discussed. The study examined the
following research questions:
1. Is there a relationship between distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning?
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2. Are there relationships among distributed leadership, job-embedded
professional learning, and student achievement?
The hypotheses for the research questions were as follows:
H1: There is a significant positive relationship between distributed

leadership

and job embedded professional learning.
H2: There are significant positive relationships among distributed leadership, job
embedded professional learning, and student achievement.
Participants in the Study
Participants in this study were teachers and administrators in a large metropolitan
school district. These practitioners previously participated in a county-sponsored survey
regarding various dimensions of school performance and climate. This instrument is the
School Improvement Survey (see Appendix A). Archival data from this survey was
retrieved for purposes of analysis in conjunction with the present study.
All 65 of the district’s elementary schools with grade 3 students were considered
for participation in the study. The district consisted of 106,642 students in 65 elementary
schools, 25 middle schools and 16 high schools as of the 2009-2010 school year.
According to the Georgia Department of Education, as of March, 2010, the school district
was comprised of 41.6% white students, 30.3% black students, 19.2% Hispanic students,
5% Asian students, 3.9% multi-racial students and 0.2% American Indian students. The
ethnic breakdown of the staff consisted of 80.4% white teachers, 16.5% black teachers,
2.1% Hispanic teachers, 0.9% Asian teachers, 0.04% multi-racial teachers and 0.08%
American Indian teachers. In addition to the analysis of archived survey data, a select
sampling of teachers and administrators were interviewed based on a pre-determined
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instrument to gauge the depth of knowledge and implementation of distributed leadership
and job-embedded professional learning within the schools.
The study included two independent variables, distributed leadership overall
domain score and job-embedded professional learning overall domain score, and will be
analyzed using a correlation test. Each overall domain score was obtained from the
archival county-sponsored School Improvement Survey (see Appendix A). The survey
consisted of multiple professional learning and leadership questions. A panel of experts
was used to select questions that pertained to job-embedded professional learning and
distributed leadership. The mathematics total percentile rank scores of third grade
students who were administered the mathematics sections of the ITBS served as the
dependent variable. Distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning
scores served as the independent variables and were analyzed using a multiple regression
analysis. The researcher controlled for the ability level of the students by using the
quantitative percentile age rank CogAT scores, and for socio-economic status through
free or reduced lunch participation. Following the quantitative analysis, a sample of third
grade mathematics teachers and school administrators were interviewed with a
constructed response protocol (see Appendix B).
Research Design and Procedures
The study employed quantitative and qualitative protocols. Because previous
studies linked job-embedded professional learning to distributed leadership, the survey
instrument included expert panel suggested domains of distributed leadership and jobembedded professional learning from the school’s School Improvement Survey as a basis
for the correlation test (Harris & Spillane, 2009; Hirsh, 2009; Marzano, Waters, &

58
McNulty, 2005; NSDC, 2009; Tienken & Stonaker, 2007; Wilms, 2009). Since few
studies link job-embedded professional learning as implemented within a distributed
leadership model to gains in student achievement (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hirsh, 2009;
NSDC, 2009), a multiple regression analysis was performed to determine the relationship
among distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning and student
achievement in third grade mathematics as measured by the ITBS. Each school’s CogAT
test scores and percentage of free or reduced lunch were used to control for other
variables influencing achievement.
In addition to performing quantitative tests, the researcher also employed a
qualitative analysis. A constructed-response interview was conducted to further
investigate the relationship among job-embedded professional learning, distributed
leadership and student achievement. The researcher asked select teachers and
administrators to be interviewed via telephone or in-person conference. Each interviewee
was asked the same questions from the constructed response survey instruments (see
Appendix B). Teachers and administrators had a different, but similar set of questions.
Coding was analyzed to determine specific themes and patterns within the qualitative
data.
Variables in the Study
The dependent variable for this study consisted of mathematics ITBS total
percentile rank scores for third graders in 65 elementary schools. Two independent
variables were evaluated in this study based on teachers’ self-responses on the School
Improvement Survey instrument. The independent variables were as follows:
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1. Overall domain score of the perceived distributed leadership within the
school; and
2. Overall domain score of the perceived job-embedded professional learning
within the school.
In order to control for extraneous variables, the researcher used two covariates which
were as follows:
1. Ability level of the students (CogAT quantitative age score percentile); and
2. Socio-economic status (Percent of free or reduced lunch).
Data Collection Process
Approval for the study was provided by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at
The University of Southern Mississippi (see Appendix C), and IRB approval was also
obtained from the school district being researched. Permission to use archival ITBS data,
CogAT data, and School Improvement Survey data was obtained through the school
district’s IRB approval process. In addition, permission to interview third grade
mathematics teachers and administrators was obtained through the school district’s IRB
approval process. Interview responses were obtained through local school administrator
approval. Mathematics ITBS scores, CogAT scores and percentage of free or reduced
lunch rates from all 65 third grade schools were provided by the district’s Office of
Accountability.
To provide additional insights into the quantitative data, the researcher conducted
qualitative research through interviews via telephone conference or in person.
Interviewees were categorized as teacher or administrator. The interview instrument was
adapted from an interview sponsored by the Georgia Department of Education entitled
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Georgia Assessment of Performance on School Standards (GAPSS) survey. This original
survey was designed to evaluate schools based on eight key standards:
1.

Curriculum;

2.

Instruction;

3.

Assessment;

4.

Planning and Organization;

5.

Student, Family, and Community Support;

6.

Professional Learning;

7.

Leadership; and

8.

School Culture.

Each of the eight elements had sub-elements that are rated by staff, parents and students;
however, some questions, such as questions about professional learning, were only
applicable to staff and did not include parent and student responses. This instrument was
administered by the state in spring, 2010 to all schools in year six under the designation
of needs improvement, and to all other schools that requested it. All schools in the
district being interviewed have received a GAPSS analysis. “With the accountability
requirements of No Child Left Behind, schools must evaluate their programs through
data-driven, research-based practices. The GAPSS Analysis was intended to provide a
process of data collection and verification of a school’s status and offer specific direction
for school improvement” (Georgia Department of Education, p. 4). The survey employed
a Likert-type scale with domains on a four point scale: not addressed, emergent,
proficient and fully operational. The interview process was used to determine the
proficiency level of each element and sub-elements.
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To determine the level of distributed leadership and job-embedded professional
learning, the researcher selected an expert panel to analyze the School Improvement
Survey (Appendix A). Each rater was asked to read through the elements located in the
leadership section and the professional learning section to determine if the item was
considered a characteristic of each construct. The expert panel included the following
items under job-embedded professional learning: PL 1.1, PL 1.3, PL 2.3 and PL 2.7. In
the survey, respondents answered questions according to a Likert-type scale, with ratings
ordered in a range as follows: consistently = 4, often = 3, infrequently = 2, and never = 1.
Each item was then summed after being given the ranking to form an overall domain
score.
Appendix A contains a copy of the School Improvement Survey. Appendix B
contains a copy of the interview instrument for teachers and administrators. Appendix C
contains a copy of the University of Southern Mississippi IRB approval letter. Appendix
D contains a copy of the superintendent’s permission to survey and Appendix E contains
a copy of the principal’s survey instructions.
Analysis of the Results
Primary data from the distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning
domains of the school improvement survey, CogAT, and percentage of free or reduced
lunch rates were entered into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and
relevant tests were conducted. The primary test was a Pearson’s bivariate correlation
analysis to determine the relationship between distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning within the population. CogAT scores and the percentage of free or
reduced lunch rates were included in the independent variable correlation test as well to
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provide a basis for the multiple regression analysis. Archived percentile rank scores from
the third grade mathematics ITBS total were entered into SPSS and the relevant tests
were conducted. A multiple regression test was conducted using the CogAT and free or
reduced lunch percentages to control for other variables that influence student
achievement. The CogAT score was used to control for the student’s ability level, and
the percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch was to control for socioeconomics. A significance level of p < .05 was used for the hypotheses.
Qualitative studies attempt to gain additional meaning through the verbal
responses of participants. A grounded theory study was generated to discover a theory
that may help explain the practice or provide a framework for further research (Creswell,
2007). Interview responses from teacher and administrator interviews were analyzed
through a coding process. Pertinent phrases served to provide code names. Through
interview analysis, phrases or terms were coded and like terms were placed into
categories. Categories that shared similar meaning were collapsed into similar categories
where themes or terms were identified. A frequency table categorized similar themes
within the interview responses. The grounded theory research is qualitative and
generates a general theory of a process, action, or interaction shaped through the
responses of participants who have experienced the process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
Finally, an explanation of the findings was reported. The qualitative data discussed
theory and contrasted it with extant literature (Creswell, 2007). A comparison of
quantitative and qualitative data results were combined to form an overall analysis of the
relationship, both direct and indirect, among the amount of distributed leadership, jobembedded professional learning, and student achievement.
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Summary
Using the School Improvement Survey and administering a correlation test, the
researcher determined the relationship between distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning within the population. Third grade mathematics ITBS total
percentile scores were obtained for all 65 elementary schools through the district’s Office
of Accountability. Using student achievement ITBS scores as the dependent variable, a
multiple regression was conducted using two independent variables and two control
variables. The researcher controlled for the ability level of the students by using the
CogAT test scores. The researcher also controlled for socio-economic status through the
free or reduced lunch percentages per school. Since other factors were known to
influence student achievement such as the ability level of the students and socioeconomics, a multiple regression test was conducted to determine the relationship among
distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning and student achievement. Of
the population, sample schools were identified and teachers and administrators were
interviewed to determine the depth of knowledge and degree of implementation regarding
distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning.
In Chapter III, the researcher has reviewed the methodology. The results will be
presented in Chapter IV.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
Introduction
The level of expected academic achievement through NCLB continues to rise
while schools search for ways to meet these accountability demands. As of 2014, public
schools will be expected to reach 100% proficiency levels in English/language arts,
mathematics, science and social studies. Concern about these requirements has spurred
educators to seek out effective instructional practices. Many educators have found that
through analyzing specific data, schools can increase the level of academic proficiency.
This research gathered the overall scores of distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning as reported in the county-issued School Improvement Survey and
correlated these scores with the levels of mathematics achievement on the ITBS, while
controlling for the ability level of students from the CogAT and the percentage of free or
reduced lunch rate. An overall correlation was conducted first to determine relationships
among all variables. This chapter describes the results, statistical analyses, findings from
the archival data and thematic interpretation of sample interviews.
Description of the Respondents
Primary data consisted of 65 School Improvement Surveys from a large
metropolitan district in Georgia. Twenty-three schools did not participate in the study; of
these schools, 19 elected not to participate and four were classified as K-2 primary
schools, which do not include third graders. The attrition of these schools resulted in 46
schools participating. The demographic makeup of the K-12 teachers within the school
district as reported by the Georgia Department of Education in 2009-2010 can be found
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in Table 1. As noted in Table 1, many students in the district were either white (41.6%)
or black (30. 3%). A sizeable portion of students were on free or reduced lunch (44.8%).
Most teachers within the district held advanced degrees beyond the four-year Bachelor’s
(59%). An attempt was made to gain the demographics of the School Improvement
Survey respondents, but these data were not reported. Once the data were collected,
teachers and administrators from three schools were interviewed with the interview
procedure following a constructed response protocol.
Table 1
Demographic Data of District as Reported by Georgia Department of Education (2009)
Variable

N

Percentage

Teacher Gender
Male
Female

1,461
6,811

17.7
82.3

Teacher Certification Level
4-year Bachelors
5-year Master’s
6-year Specialist
7-year Doctorate

3,375
3,744
1,008
118

41
45.5
12.2
1.43

Teacher Ethnicity
Asian
Black
Hispanic
Native American/Alaskan Native
White
Multi-Racial

74
1,363
173
7
6,652
3

0.9
16.5
2.1
.08
80.4
.04

Teacher Years of Experience
<1
1-10
11-20

208
4,338
2,281

2.5
52.4
27.6

66
Table 1 (continued).
> 30

324

3.9

Student Gender
Male
Female

4,250
4,008

51.5
48.5

Student Sub-groups
Special Education
Economically Disadvantaged

1,041
3,706

12.6
44.8

Student Ethnicity
Asian
Black
Hispanic
Native American/Alaskan Native
White
Multi-Racial

411
2,498
1,585
14
3,431
319

5
30.3
19.2
0.2
41.6
3.9

Results
Quantitative Study
The School Improvement Survey was given in the spring of 2010 to all certified
staff members, students and parents. The survey data were then archived on the school
district’s website for public viewing. After the instrument and related archival data were
selected for use in the present study, a panel of experts reviewed the instrument to
determine the questions that related to job-embedded professional learning and those that
related to distributed leadership. The survey was designed to assess multiple categories
including leadership and professional learning, with each category consisting of twelve
related questions each. Three raters on the expert panel were asked to include each item
under the description of job-embedded professional learning, distributed leadership or
neither. Table 2 shows the resulting categorizations.
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Table 2
Item Analysis, Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Job-embedded Professional Learning and Distributed Leadership

Professional Learning Variable

*PL 1.1 Teachers and administrators participate in
job-embedded professional learning and
collaboration addressing curriculum, assessment,
instruction, and technology.
PL 1.2 The principal and other school leaders set
clear expectations and monitor the effectiveness of
professional learning on teacher practices and
student learning.
*PL 1.3 The principal and other school leaders set
clear expectations and monitor the effectiveness of
professional learning on teacher practices and
student learning.
PL 1.4 The principal and other leaders utilize data
to plan for professional learning.
PL 1.6 The professional learning activities at my
school are connected to our school improvement
goals.
*PL 2.3 Teams meet to review and study current
research to make informed instructional decisions.

M

SD

r
w/ JEPL2
items1

r
w/ PL3
total

r
w/ L5
total

r
w/ DL4 total

361.48

18.36

.899**

.919**

.828**

.798**

360.86

21.07

.817**

.869**

.929**

.854**

338.74

20.61

.941**

.832**

.820**

.874**

367.27

15.16

.839**

.891**

.907**

.857**

364.72

15.93

.836**

.907**

.807**

.756**

343.43

20.32

.818**

.739**

.625**

.650**
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Table 2 (continued).
PL 2.4 The staff participates in long-term in-depth
professional learning which is aligned with our
*PL 2.7 Teachers and administrators have the
knowledge and skills necessary to collaborate.
PL 3.1 Our professional learning prepares us in
practices that convey respect for diverse cultural
backgrounds and high expectations for all students.
PL 3.2 Our professional learning prepares teachers
to adjust instruction and assessment to meet the
needs of diverse learners.
PL 3.3 Our professional learning designs are
purposeful and are aligned with specific individual
group needs.
PL 3.4 Professional learning in our school
provides opportunities for teachers and
administrators to learn how to involve families in
their children's education.
Leadership Variable

L 1.1 Our principal and other school
administrators exhibit a deep understanding of
curriculum, assessment, and instruction.
L 1.2 Our principal and other school

349.28

22.44

.856**

.907**

.804**

.713**

366.93

14.70

.877**

.881**

.849**

.856**

353.91

18.77

.801**

.891**

.868**

.763**

351.99

17.76

.904**

.939**

.786**

.748**

348.86

20.20

.893**

.936**

.879**

.811**

314.27

26.16

.732**

.783**

.739**

.708**

M

SD

r
w/ DL4
items1

r
w/ L5
total

r
w/ PL3
total

r
w/ JEPL2
total

367.06

17.88

.834**

.888**

.837**

.708**
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Table 2 (continued).
administrators are actively involved in the learning
community, including serving as active members
on study teams and promoting meaningful
professional learning.
L 1.4 Our principal and other school
administrators utilize multiple types of data to
drive and monitor school-wide instructional
decisions.
L 2.1 Our principal and other school
administrators implement policies, practices, and
procedures that ensure a safe and orderly learning
environment.
L 2.2 Our principal and other school
administrators maximize the availability and
distribution of instructional resources focused on
school learning goals.
L 2.3 Our principal and other school
administrators are visible to staff, students, and
parents and participate in subject and/or grade
level meetings.
*L 3.1 Our principal and other school
administrators collaborate with staff members and
other stakeholders to elicit input and provide
opportunities for shared decision-making and
problem- solving.
*L 3.2 Staff members have opportunities to serve
in a variety of leadership roles.
L 3.3 Our school receives help from outside
agencies like Metro RESA, colleges, businesses

364.63

18.09

.898**

.939**

.878**

367.27

15.16

.857**

.891**

.910**

.761**

.839**
367.89

17.38

.761**

.834**

.905**

.868**

361.29

17.66

.833**

.897**

.891**

.864**

359.28

26.48

.832**

.846**

.758**

.617**

343.93

26.41

.909**

.927**

.848**

.815**

338.86

24.22

.858**

.858**

.823**

.877**

310.19

23.45

.627**

.637**

.692**

.650**
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Table 2 (continued).
and the Ga. Dept. of Education.
*L 4.1 Our school has a fully operational
Leadership Team that is representative of our
entire staff. The team conducts regular, resultsdriven meetings and exists to address student
achievement and overall academic success.
L 4.2 Our Leadership Team has a system for
handling business, making decisions, and solving
problems.
L 4.3 Our Leadership Team uses current data to
identify student achievement needs.

367.40

20.06

.823**

.812**

.658**

360.07

27.61

.771**

.738**

.652**

374.51

12.98

.875**

.876**

.874**

.703**

.748**
.873**

1

Items that belong to the construct of interest are not included.
JEPL – Items that were included as job-embedded professional learning.
3
PL – Items that were included as professional learning.
4
DL – Items that were included as distributed leadership.
5
L – Items that were included as leadership.
* Indicates items chosen by expert panel.
2

70

71
As can be seen in Table 2, items chosen by expert raters to indicate job-embedded
professional learning (JEPL) and distributed leadership (DL) correlated similarly with the
total for included items and with non-included items. To assess JEPL total, items PL 1.1,
PL 1.3, PL 2.3 and PL 2.7 were used. To assess DL total, items L 3.1, L 3.2 and L 4.1
were used. These data suggest that the respondents to the School Improvement Survey
did not make the distinction between JEPL, PL, DL and L as the expert raters. This is
problematic. It may be the case that respondents are responding based on principal
likeability, or that the School Improvement Survey should explain the questions and
definitions more thoroughly, or that the respondents should be trained on the constructs
before evaluating them.
Data Findings
Descriptive statistics and correlations of each item considered for inclusion in the
total score for included items and the total score for excluded items are seen in Table 2.
Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) were performed for the sample based on
response N for each school improvement survey. Descriptive statistics for the predictor
and criterion variables can be seen in Table 3.
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Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for the Predictor and Criterion Variables (N=46)
Variable

Min

Max

Mean

SD

Skew/SE

JEPLtot1

1252.60

1516.30

1410.60

68.31

- 1.45

DLtot2

938.60

1159.90

1050.19

66.46

- 0.66

CogAT3

21

72

43.85

12.61

0.49

Percent FRL4

3.38

98.49

46.25

32.43

0.60

ITBS5

28

89

62.09

17.55

- 0.40

1

Job-embedded Professional Learning Total Items Included
Distributed Leadership Score Total Items Included
Cognitive Test of Abilities Quantitative Percentile Age Rank Score
4
Percent of Free or Reduced Lunch
5
Iowa Test of Basic Skills Total Mathematics Percentile Rank Score
* significant skew at alpha= .05; ** significant skew at alpha= .01
2
3

Statistical Analyses for Research Question 1 and Hypothesis 1
To address Research Question 1 concerning the relationship between jobembedded professional learning and distributed leadership, a Pearson’s bivariate
correlational analysis was conducted.
Simple correlations. Simple correlations among predictor variables (jobembedded professional learning, distributed leadership, CogAT, Percent Free or Reduced
Lunch and ITBS), and between predictor and criterion variables appear in Table 4. The
means and standard deviations for individual items can be found in Table 2. The means
and standard deviations for total items included can be found in Table 3. All items
included in the correlation were correlated with each other except job-embedded
professional learning and percent of free or reduced lunch. The correlation between
CogAT and ITBS scores was highest, followed closely by their correlations to free or
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reduced lunch. There was an inverse relationship between job-embedded professional
learning and percent of free or reduced lunch. There was also an inverse relationship
between distributed leadership and percent of free or reduced lunch. In response to
Research Question 1 and Hypothesis 1, a relationship was found between distributed
leadership and job-embedded professional learning.
Hypothesis 1 read as follows: There is a significant positive relationship between
distributed leadership and job embedded professional learning. A positive relationship
was found between distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning; thus,
the relationship between the constructs that was asserted by the hypothesis was
supported.
Table 4
Simple Correlations between Predictor and Criterion Variables (N=46)
Variable
JEPLtot1

JEPL1

DL2
.856**

DLtot2
CogAT3
Percent FRL4

CogAT3

Percent FRL4

ITBS5

.503*

-.510**

.500*

.604**

-.588**

.573**

-.938**

.967**
-.964**

1

Job-embedded Professional Learning Total Items Included
Distributed Leadership Score Total Items Included
3
Cognitive Test of Abilities Quantitative Percentile Age Rank Score
4
Percent of Free or Reduced Lunch
5
Iowa Test of Basic Skills Total Mathematics Percentile Rank Score
* p < 0.05 two-tailed; ** p < 0.01 two-tailed.
2

Factor analysis. To further explore the psychometric properties of the distributed
leadership and job-embedded professional learning constructs, a principal components
analysis was conducted. With all items (N=24) entered into the analysis (expert rater
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chosen and non-chosen), results indicated two factors with eigen values greater than 1.0.
One major factor explained 76% of the variance with varimax rotation resulting in 100
percent of job-embedded professional learning items, 50% of professional learning items,
0% of distributed leadership items and 0% of leadership items loading at greater than 0.7
onto this first factor. A second factor explained only 5.8% of the variance with varimax
rotation resulting in 0 percent of job-embedded professional learning items, 12.5% of
professional learning items, 66.6% of distributed leadership items and 55.5% of
leadership items loading at greater than 0.7 onto the second factor. Chronbach’s Alpha
() on all items indicated a very high level of internal consistency ( = .983). A second
factor analysis was run with only expert rater chosen items. Again, one major factor
emerged, explaining 80.6% of the variance with varimax rotation resulting in 100% of
job-embedded professional learning items, and 10 % of distributed leadership items
loading at greater than 0.7 onto the first factor. Chronbach’s Alpha () was computed on
all expert rater chosen items and resulted, again, in a very high internal consistency ( =
.954) index. Table 5 shows the findings from the factor analysis.
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Table 5
Factor Loadings and Communalities Based on a Principle Components Analysis with Varimax and Kaiser Normalization Rotation for
24 Items from the School Improvement Survey (N = 46)
Professional Learning Variable
Factor 1
Professional
Learning
*JEPL1 1.1 Teachers and administrators participate in job-embedded
professional learning and collaboration addressing curriculum, assessment,
instruction, and technology.
PL2 1.2 The principal and other school leaders set clear expectations and
monitor the effectiveness of professional learning on teacher practices and
student learning.
*JEPL 1.3 The principal and other school leaders set clear expectations and
monitor the effectiveness of professional learning on teacher practices and
student learning.
PL 1.4 The principal and other leaders utilize data to plan for professional
learning.
PL 1.6 The professional learning activities at my school are connected to our
school improvement goals.
*JEPL 2.3 Teams meet to review and study current research to make informed
instructional decisions.
PL 2.4 The staff participates in long-term in-depth professional learning which
is aligned with our school improvement goals.
*JEPL 2.7 Teachers and administrators have the knowledge and skills
necessary to collaborate.

Loadings
Factor 2

Leadership

.849

.436

.562

.762

.777

.456

.629

.695

.736

.521

.894

.135

.783

.457
.511

.774
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Table 5 (continued).
PL 3.1 Our professional learning prepares us in practices that convey respect
For diverse cultural backgrounds and high expectation for all students.
PL 3.2 Our professional learning prepares teachers to adjust instruction and
assessment to meet the needs of diverse learners.
PL 3.3 Our professional learning designs are purposeful and are aligned with
specific individual group needs.
PL 3.4 Professional learning in our school provides opportunities for teachers
and administrators to learn how to involve families in their children's education.

.679

.595

.859

.392

.793

.519

.667

.450

Leadership Variable

L5 1.1 Our principal and other school administrators exhibit a deep
understanding of curriculum, assessment, and instruction.
L 1.2 Our principal and other school administrators are actively involved in the
learning community, including serving as active members on study teams and
promoting meaningful professional learning.
L 1.4 Our principal and other school administrators utilize multiple types of
data to drive and monitor school-wide instructional decisions.
L 2.1 Our principal and other school administrators implement policies,
practices, and procedures that ensure a safe and orderly learning environment.
L 2.2 Our principal and other school administrators maximize the availability
and distribution of instructional resources focused on school learning goals.
L 2.3 Our principal and other school administrators are visible to staff, students,
and parents and participate in subject and/or grade level meetings.
*DL4 3.1 Our principal and other school administrators collaborate with staff

Factor 1
Professional
Learning

Loadings
Factor 2

Leadership

.408

.854

.465

.854

.556

.718

.305

.868

.674

.638

.281

.895

76

77

Table 5 (continued).
members and other stakeholders to elicit input and provide opportunities for
shared decision-making and problem- solving.
*DL 3.2 Staff members have opportunities to serve in a variety of leadership
roles.
L 3.3 Our school receives help from outside agencies like Metro RESA,
colleges, businesses and the Ga. Dept. of Education.
*DL 4.1 Our school has a fully operational Leadership Team that is
representative of our entire staff. The team conducts regular, results-driven
meetings and exists to address student achievement and overall academic
success.
L 4.2 Our Leadership Team has a system for handling business, making
decisions, and solving problems.
L 4.3 Our Leadership Team uses current data to identify student achievement
needs.

.539

.769

.681

.575

.597

.389

.380

.759

.578

.482

.685

.615

1

JEPL – Expert rater chosen items that were included as job-embedded professional learning.
PL – Items that were included as professional learning.
DL – Expert rater chosen items that were included as distributed leadership.
5
L – Items that were included as leadership.
* Indicates items chosen by expert panel.
2
4
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Table 6
Factor Loadings and Communalities Based on a Principle Components Analysis with Varimax and Kaiser Normalization Rotation for
7 Items from the School Improvement Survey (N = 46)
Professional Learning Variable
*JEPL1 1.1 Teachers and administrators participate in job-embedded
professional learning and collaboration addressing curriculum, assessment,
instruction, and technology.
*JEPL 1.3 The principal and other school leaders set clear expectations and
monitor the effectiveness of professional learning on teacher practices and
student learning.
*JEPL 2.3 Teams meet to review and study current research to make informed
instructional decisions.
*JEPL 2.7 Teachers and administrators have the knowledge and skills
necessary to collaborate.
Leadership Variable
*DL2 3.1 Our principal and other school administrators collaborate with staff
members and other stakeholders to elicit input and provide opportunities for
shared decision-making and problem- solving.
*DL 3.2 Staff members have opportunities to serve in a variety of leadership
roles.

Loadings
Factor
.915

.931
.816
.932

Loadings
Factor
.916
.937

78

79

Table 6 (continued).
*DL 4.1 Our school has a fully operational Leadership Team that is
representative of our entire staff. The team conducts regular, results-driven
meetings and exists to address student achievement and overall academic
success.

.827

1

JEPL – Expert rater chosen items that were included as job-embedded professional learning.
DL – Expert rater chosen items that were included as distributed leadership.
* Indicates items chosen by expert panel.
2
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As can be seen in Table 5, all of the expert rated job-embedded professional
learning items and all except four items in the professional learning item pool loaded at >
0.7 onto factor 1, indicating that factor 1 is, likely, a professional learning factor. Three
of the four items with loadings < 0.7 seemed to relate to both factor 1 and factor 2. Only
item 1.2 of the professional learning items loaded at 0.7 onto factor 2. Item 1.2 asks
about the leaderships’ roles in professional learning in the question that follows: The
principal and other school leaders set clear expectations and monitor the effectiveness of
professional learning on teacher practices and student learning.
As can be seen in Table 6, all expert rated distributed leadership items and all
except five of the items in the leadership pool loaded at > 0.7 onto factor 2 indicating that
factor 2 is, likely, a leadership factor. All of the items with loadings < 0.7 related to both
factor 1 and factor 2. Neither the job-embedded professional learning nor distributed
leadership items separated themselves from their respective groups of items. In addition,
distributed leadership items did not distinguish themselves from job-embedded
professional learning. Further, because a substantial portion of the total variance was
explained with one factor for this entire group of items, it seems likely that very little
unique information was generated by a second factor.
Statistical Analyses for Research Question 2 and Hypothesis 2
To address Research Question 2 concerning the relationships among jobembedded professional learning, distributed leadership and student achievement, a
hierarchical multiple regression was conducted. The researcher controlled for the ability
level of the students using the CogAT and socio-economic status using the percent of free
or reduced lunch.
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Regression analysis. A hierarchical multiple regression was used to assess the
ability of two predictors (job-embedded professional learning and distributed leadership)
to predict the ITBS score after controlling for the influence of ability level using the
CogAT and influence of socio-economic status using the percent of free or reduced
lunch. Third grade mathematics total percentile rank scores were regressed onto the
overall domain score for distributed leadership scores, overall domain score for jobembedded professional learning scores, after controlling for CogAT quantitative age rank
score, and percent of free or reduced lunch. CogAT score and percentage of free or
reduced lunch were entered at Step 1, explaining 96.2% of the variance, which was a
significant portion of variance. Both variables entered at Step 1 had a unique and
combined significant relationship. After entering the total score for included items from
job-embedded professional learning and distributed leadership at Step 2, the total
variance explained was 96.3%, with a non-significant change in R2 of .001, F(2,43) =
543.02, p = .001. Both CogAT and percent of free or reduced lunch had a unique
significant relationship. In the final model, only the two control measures were
significant. In response to Research Question 2 and Hypothesis 2, there was no
relationship among the variables of distributed leadership, job-embedded professional
learning, and student achievement. Hypothesis 2 read as follows: There are significant
relationships among distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning and
student achievement. No significant relationship was found between distributed
leadership, job-embedded professional learning and student achievement. Hierarchical
Regression results can be found in Table 7.
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Table 7
Hierarchical Regression of Variables onto Achievement on the ITBS (N=46)
ITBS1
R2 = .962

Step 1

F(2,43) = 543.02, p = .001
b

t

p

pr2

sr2

Y-Intercept
CogAT2

42.14
.726

5.75
6.06

< .001**
< .001**

.461

.032

Percent FRL3

-.257

-5.51

< .001**

.413

.027

ITBS1
ΔR2 = .001

Step 2

ΔF(2,41) = .830, p = .442
b

t

p

pr2

sr2

Y-Intercept
CogAT2

43.62
.759

3.01
6.16

.004
< .001**

.480

.034

Percent FRL3

-.256

-5.42

< .001**

.417

.026

JEPL4

.014

.914

.366

.020

.001

DL5

-.021

-1.28

.209

.038

.001

R2 = .963
F(4,41) = 269.80, p = .001
1

Iowa Test of Basic Skills Total Mathematics Percentile Rank Score
Cognative Test of Abilities Quantitative Percentile Age Rank Score
3
Percent of Free or Reduced Lunch
4
Overall Job-embedded Professional Learning Score
5
Overall Distributed Leadership Score
* p < 0.05 two-tailed; ** p < 0.01 two-tailed.
2
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Qualitative Study
The qualitative study addressed elements of Research Question 1 on whether a
relationship exists between job-embedded professional learning and distributed
leadership. This part of the study also addressed Research Question 2 on whether a
relationship exists between job-embedded professional learning, distributed leadership
and student achievement. This research added a qualitative analysis to further explain the
practice of distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning and provided a
framework for further research. The goal of this research was to provide a general theory
of a process, action or interaction shaped through the responses of participants who have
experienced the processes of distributed leadership and job-embedded professional
learning.
In the previously described quantitative study, the researcher analyzed an archival
School Improvement Survey, which is issued annually to all school stakeholders. The
researcher and a panel of experts then analyzed the section listed as professional learning
and the section listed as distributed leadership for like or related terms that dealt
specifically with job-embedded professional learning and distributed leadership. For a
more in-depth analysis, the researcher sought six schools as follows:


three schools with a low percentage of free or reduced lunch that also
demonstrated a strong relationship among job-embedded professional
learning, distributed leadership and student achievement; and



three schools with a high percentage of free or reduced lunch that also
demonstrated a strong relationship to student achievement.
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The researcher did not find any schools out of the 65 studied that exhibited high levels of
student achievement with high levels of free or reduced lunch rates, so the selection was
adjusted by eliminating those three schools from the qualitative study.
Interviews were then conducted with three teachers and with three building
principals from each school using the protocol outlined in Appendix B. Responses from
administrator and teacher interviews were coded using the direct wording taken from
preliminary responses; like responses were then compiled into categories based on
congruent beliefs. The categorical themes were:








teacher leadership;


opportunities for teacher leadership;



input for decisions and team approach;



distributed leadership’s impact on student achievement;

teacher professional learning;


identification of professional learning needs;



structure and support for job-embedded professional learning;



job-embedded professional learning’s impact on student achievement;

administrator leadership;


opportunities for teacher leadership;



input for decisions and team approach;



distributed leadership’s impact on student achievement;

administrator professional learning;


structure and support for job-embedded professional learning;



evaluation/monitoring of job-embedded professional learning; and
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job-embedded professional learning’s impact on student achievement.

After the coding was complete, similar themes began to emerge from the categories.
Leadership. The first coded category from teacher interviews regarding
leadership had responses such as we participate in the building leadership team, we help
create the School Strategic Plan (SSP), teacher liaison, we serve as instructional coaches
and peer mentors, we provide curriculum development, we have learning communities,
we engage teachers in collaborative action planning, reflection, and research and we
conduct teacher-led trainings. This grouping of codes was organized under the category
of Building Leadership Team Member with the theme of Opportunities for Teacher
Leadership.
The second coded category from teacher interviews regarding leadership dealt
with teacher input for decision-making and a team approach. Responses included we
give feedback to our BLT, team meeting minutes and weaknesses are identified through
the annual School Improvement Survey. This category was named Communication from
BLT and Feedback to BLT and fell under the theme of Input for Decisions and Team
Approach.
The third coded category from teacher intervies regarding leadership had
responses such as data drives our SSP, we monitor fluctuations in data frequently,
distributed leadership does impact student achievement, based on data, distributed
leadership impacts student achievement by improving classroom instruction, distributed
leadership has a significant effect on working relationships, effective leadership
strengthens professional community, a global perception leads to problem solving,
innovative teaching, and shared strategies and more feel responsible and have a vested
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interest. This grouping was categorized as Positive Impact and fell under the theme of
Distributed Leadership’s Impact on Student Achievement.
The first coded category from administrator intervies regarding leadership had
responses such as teachers participate in the Building Leadership Team (BLT), teachers
are a part of our BLT, they serve as team leaders and serve on Georgia Keys Teams, we
have leadership programs that I [the principal] mentor and many teacher leaders help
with duties such as testing. This grouping of codes was organized under the category of
BLT/Georgia Key Team Member with the theme of Opportunities for Teacher
Leadership.
The second coded category from administrator interviews regarding leadership
dealt with teacher input for decision-making and a team approach. Responses included
we meet once a month, team leaders ask for input and bring this back to the BLT,
minutes are sent to administration and someone sends the BLT meeting minutes to the
staff. This category was named Meeting Minutes and fell under the theme of Input for
Decisions and Team Approach.
The third coded category from administrator interviews regarding leadership had
responses such as yes- it does impact student achievement, teachers take ownership for
academic progress and work harder to improve and yes- teachers have buy-in to what
students need, distributed leadership does impact student achievement, based on data,
distributed leadership impacts student achievement by improving classroom instruction,
distributed leadership has a significant effect on working relationships, effective
leadership strengthens professional community, a global perception leads to problem
solving, innovative teaching, and shared strategies and more feel responsible and have a
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vested interest. This grouping was categorized as Positive Impact and fell under the
theme of Distributed Leadership’s Impact on Student Achievement.
Professional learning. The first coded category from teacher intervies regarding
professional learning had responses such as the BLT does a needs assessment based on
data, by an end of the year survey, our needs are identified by data, research and goals for
a shared vision and teacher requests. This grouping of codes was organized under the
category of Needs Assessment/Survey with the theme Identification of Professional
Learning Needs.
The second coded category from teacher interviews regarding professional
learning dealt with structure and support for job-embedded professional learning.
Responses included we get release time during the day, we have required staff
development, we have meetings throughout the year and the staff would push back if jobembedded professional learning was mandated – teachers feel maxed out with
responsibilities and would view it in a negative way. This category was named Planned
Release Time and fell under the theme of Structure and Support for Job-Embedded
Professional Learning (JEPL). Respondents in this category began to veer from the
question being asked. They responded with when they were given time for professional
learning, but none explained in detail the structure and support for job-embedded
professional learning.
The third coded category from teacher interviews regarding professional learning
had responses such as I’m not sure what the impact is on student achievement,
professional learning sometimes occurs after the training is needed, but we can glean
some things to implement immediately, my hope is that they do impact student
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achievement and yes – data supports job-embedded professional learning. This grouping
was categorized as Not Sure and fell under the theme of Job-embedded Professional
Learning’s Impact on Student Achievement. As can be seen in this theme, respondents
were unsure as to how student achievement was impacted.
The first coded category from administrator interviews regarding professional
learning had responses such as teachers give us input and we figure out how to get it
[training], administration goes in the classrooms to see the level of implementation, the
School Strategic Plan (SSP) lists what the teachers need to know in order to be successful
and we have one meeting a month. This grouping of codes was organized under the
category of Administrator Implementation with the theme Structure and Support for JobEmbedded Professional Learning. Again, respondents did not quite answer the question
of structure and support for job-embedded professional learning. Most described the
administrator’s actions to get professional learning to the teachers.
The second coded category from administrator interviews regarding professional
learning involved evaluation and monitoring of professional learning. Responses
included we pre-assess in the fall and post assess our professional learning at the end of
the year, we see if it has an impact on instruction, we survey the teachers to see if
trainings are useful and we look at their lesson plans and do classroom walk throughs.
This category was named Surveys and fell under the theme of Evaluation/Monitoring of
Professional Learning. It is not clear here if the administrators were monitoring and
evaluating professional learning or job-embedded professional learning.
The third coded category from administrator interviews regarding professional
learning had responses such as yes – staff development is based on what teachers need
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and what data says the school needs to work on, data sheets track our improvements, yes
– because job-embedded professional learning was based on identification of needs based
on data and they decide what they need and we find presenters to meet their needs. This
grouping was categorized as Positive and fell under the theme of Job-embedded
Professional Learning’s Impact on Student Achievement. Here again, it is not clear if
job-embedded professional learning is taking place or if the school is conducting regular
professional learning.
After the categories and themes were identified, the researcher conducted an
analysis of results. Table 8 gives the number of responses regarding teacher and
administrator leadership under each category and theme and provides rank order from the
highest number of responses to the lowest. In addition, Table 9 gives the number of
responses regarding teacher and administrator professional learning under each category
and theme and provides rank order from the highest number of responses to the lowest.
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Table 8
Frequencies and Themes of Responses to Leadership Interview Question (N=6)
Teacher Leadership
Rank
Order

Category

Theme

1

Building Leadership Team
(BLT) Member
Communication from BLT and
Feedback to BLT

Opportunities for Teacher
Leadership
Input for Decisions and
Team Approach

3

Positive Impact

Distributed Leadership’s
Impact on Student
Achievement

3

2
3

Number of
Responses

3

Administrator Leadership
Rank
Order

Category

Theme

1
2

BLT/Georgia Key Team
Member
Meeting Minutes

3

Positive Impact

Opportunities for Teacher
Leadership
Input for Decisions and
Team Approach
Distributed Leadership’s
Impact on Student
Achievement
TOTAL RESPONSES

Number of
Responses
3
3
3

18
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Table 9
Frequencies and Themes of Responses to Professional Learning Questions (N=6)
Teacher Professional Learning
Rank
Order

Category

Theme

1

Needs Assessment/Survey

2

Planned Release Time

3

Not Sure

Identification of
Professional Learning
Needs
Structure and Support for
Job-Embedded
Professional Learning
Job-embedded Professional
Learning’s Impact on
Student Achievement

Number of
Responses
2
2
2

Administrator Professional Learning
Rank
Order

Category

Theme

2

Administrator Implementation

2

Surveys

3

Positive Impact

Structure and Support for
Job-embedded Professional
Learning
Evaluation/Monitoring of
Professional Learning
Job-embedded Professional
Learning’s Impact on
Student Achievement
TOTAL RESPONSES

Number of
Responses
3
3
2

14

The qualitative portion of the study yielded additional insight into the thoughts,
perceptions, definitions, beliefs and misperceptions regarding distributed leadership and
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job-embedded professional learning. A discussion from the results of this portion of the
study will be provided in Chapter V.
Summary
Upon receipt of the archived data, all 65 schools’ responses were entered into a
spreadsheet with their corresponding overall domain score for distributed leadership and
job-embedded professional learning scores from the School Improvement Survey, third
grade mathematics total percentile rank scores, CogAT quantitative age rank percentile
score and free or reduced lunch percentage. Raw data from the quantitative portion were
put into SPSS and the relevant statistics were analyzed and reported. Analyses were then
performed for the qualitative part of the study.
Demographic data from this sample indicated that the majority of respondents
were female, had 1-10 years teaching experience and held a Master’s degree. Most of the
respondents were white.
Descriptive statistics showed a large gap in the CogAT scores. Likewise, a large
range was noted in the scores of the ITBS. In the same fashion, the percent of free or
reduced lunch varied by large differences throughout the county.
Simple correlations among predictor and criterion variable showed a correlation
among job-embedded professional learning, distributed leadership, cognitive ability,
achievement on the ITBS and percent of free or reduced lunch. Therefore, Hypothesis 1
did reveal a significant relationship between distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning.
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Factor analysis among like and unlike items of job-embedded professional
learning and distributed leadership were analyzed to further study the relationships. One
major factor in each test accounted for the majority of variance.
Hierarchical multiple regression results showed there was not a significant
relationship among job-embedded professional learning, distributed leadership and
student achievement. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was rejected.
After the quantitative analysis of the archived data, the researcher selected schools
based on their overall distributed leadership, job-embedded professional learning, and
student achievement correlation. Each school was then rank ordered by percent of free or
reduced lunch rate and correlation to student achievement. The results from the
qualitative portion of the data indicated that teachers and administrators ranked all
questions within leadership equally. Administrators, however, ranked professional
learning more favorably than teachers did. In both professional learning and leadership,
some teachers and some administrators answered the constructs in a manner different
than the researcher and expert rater had defined them. Both teachers and administrators
had difficulty relating either of the constructs directly to student achievement based on
empirical data. In Chapter V, discussion and implications of the findings from the
quantitative and qualitative research will be provided, along with recommendations for
further research.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
The primary purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between the
adoption of a distributed leadership model and job-embedded professional learning to
increased student achievement as measured by third grade mathematics total percentile
rank on the ITBS, while controlling for the influences of ability level and socio-economic
status. This chapter includes a summary of procedures, discussion of the findings,
conclusions, and future recommendations.
Summary of Procedures
Primary data for this study consisted of 65 teacher-reported School Improvement
Surveys from a large metropolitan district in Georgia. Twenty-three schools either opted
not to participate in the study or were classified as K-2 primary schools; K-2 schools
were ineligible because they lacked third grade ITBS scores. Thus, the data from a net
total of 46 schools were included. The study analyzed overall domain scores of jobembedded professional learning and distributed leadership within each school, and their
relationship to student achievement as measured by the total percentile rank on the ITBS
while controlling for ability level through the quantitative age rank score on the CogAT
and socio-economics through the percentage of free or reduced lunch rate. After
permission was obtained from the University of Southern Mississippi (Appendix C) and
from the county superintendent (Appendix D), directions were sent to individual
principals (Appendix E). Upon receipt of the archival data from the county’s Research
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and Accountability Office, the researcher analyzed demographic and descriptive
statistics.
A bivariate Pearson’s correlation test was used to determine whether a
relationship exists between two independent variables, job-embedded professional
learning and distributed leadership. A factor analysis was then conducted to further
investigate the relationship of the independent variables. A hierarchical multiple
regression analysis was used to determine whether relationships exist among the
dependent variable third grade ITBS total percentile rank, job-embedded professional
learning and distributed leadership. The researcher controlled for extraneous variables
that influence achievement by using the CogAT and percentage of free or reduced lunch
rate.
Demographic data were analyzed for the population within the district. Items
such as gender, race, age and educational experience were analyzed. The researcher also
analyzed the demographics of the student population of the district.
Descriptive statistical summaries were then generated for all independent and
dependent variables. These data showed the means, standard deviations, minimum,
maximum and skew of each variable.
Bivariate Pearson’s correlation tests were then generated between the independent
variables, dependent variable, and the control variables. These tests showed the
relationship among all predictor and criterion variables.
Factor analysis was then conducted to further investigate the relationship among
the independent variables of job-embedded professional learning and distributed

96
leadership. These tests showed one major factor in each test accounted for the majority
of variance.
A hierarchical multiple regression was then generated to show the relationship
among job-embedded professional learning, distributed leadership and student
achievement while controlling for CogAT and percent of free or reduced lunch rate.
These tests did not show a significant relationship.
For the qualitative portion of the study, the researcher analyzed teacher and
administrator responses to interview questions (Appendix B). Responses were coded and
collapsed into six categories. Those categories for leadership were Building Leadership
Team (BLT) Member, Communication from BLT and Feedback to BLT, Positive Impact,
BLT/Georgia Key Team Member, Meeting Minutes and Positive Impact. The themes for
leadership were: Opportunities for Teacher Leadership, Input for Decisions and Team
Approach and Distributed Leadership’s Impact on Student Achievement. The categories
for professional learning were Needs Assessment/Survey, Planned Release Time, Not
Sure, Administrator Implementation, Surveys and Positive Impact. The themes for
professional learning were Identification of Professional Learning Needs, Structure and
Support for Job-embedded Professional Learning and Evaluation/Monitoring of
Professional Learning. Chapter IV contains a frequency table with rank order of the
categories according to number of responses.
Major Findings
The demographic composition of the population sample consisted of mostly white
females. More than half of the population sample held Master’s degrees or higher while
having 1-10 years teaching experience. The district being researched contained nearly
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half male and female students. Nearly half of the district’s students received free or
reduced lunch. Forty-one percent of the students were white, followed by blacks at 30%
and Hispanics at 19%.
For the quantitative study, an item analysis was conducted for all 24 elements in
the professional learning and leadership survey items that respondents answered on the
School Improvement Survey. The means, standard deviations and correlations were
computed for individual items and like and unlike items. As can be seen in Chapter IV,
the means of all items were relatively similar. When r was calculated within like items
(with the item of interest being left out) and correlated to unlike items and the other
construct, r varied in a by-chance manner. The researcher then ranked each answer as
follows: consistently = 4, often = 3, infrequently = 2, never = 1. Items were re-correlated
and r still varied in a by chance manner as can be seen in Table 2.
Descriptive statistics were conducted for the predictor and criterion variables.
The minimum, maximum, means, standard deviations and skew were conducted for all
variables. As can be seen in Table 3, CogAT, percentage of free or reduced lunch rate,
and ITBS varied with the district at range extremes.
Research Question 1 explored the relationship between distributed leadership and
job-embedded professional learning. The related hypothesis was stated as follows:
There is a positive relationship between distributed leadership and job embedded
professional learning. Simple correlations were conducted between predictor and
criterion variables to determine the relationship among variables. The correlation was
significant; thus, the relationship between the constructs that was asserted by the
hypothesis was supported. This finding is consistent with the literature in this area. As
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was noted in Chapter II, distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning
are highly correlated. “Although job-embedded professional development can be
undertaken by a teacher alone, a view of professional knowledge as social, situated and
distributed among colleagues undergirds job-embedded professional development”
(Putnam & Borko, 2000, p. 4). According to Ericsson (2000), an expert refers to
someone who possesses superior achievement. An expert is one who has acquired
special skill in or knowledge of a particular subject through professional training and
practical experience. Mayrowetz (2008) argued that since expertise is needed in
particular areas, it is only feasible that a distributed style of leadership would work since
no one person can possess all the skills and expertise necessary for improving a school.
Distributed leadership can then be seen as multiple sources of expertise from persons
working in concert. Research suggests relationships among distributed leadership and
job-embedded professional learning (Harris & Spillane, 2009; Hirsh, 2009; Marzano,
Waters, & McNulty, 2005; NSDC, 2009; Tienken & Stonaker, 2007; Wilms, 2009).
Since the correlations were moderate to high, and all variables were correlated,
the researcher conducted one final quantitative analysis. A principal component factor
analysis with a varimax and Kaiser Normalization rotation was generated. Chronbach’s
Alpha () test of reliability showed a relatively high internal consistency. When all the
factors were loaded, one major factor (Job-embedded Professional Learning 1.1)
explained 76% of the variance while a second factor (Professional Learning 1.2)
explained 5.8% of the variance. A second factor analysis was run with only expert rater
chosen items. One major factor (Job-embedded Professional Learning 1.1) explained
80.6% of the variance. Since one major question took up the majority of the variance in
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each test, the researcher was able to identify both the professional learning and
distributed leadership items. Since the items of distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning did not separate themselves from items that were not selected as
job-embedded professional learning and distributed leadership by the expert raters, it
seems that there was no difference between the ratings of job-embedded professional
learning and professional learning. It also means that there was no difference between
the questions regarding distributed leadership and leadership. This means that the
questions that were not chosen by the raters were not rated differently than those not
chosen by the raters.
To address Research Question 2 and Hypothesis 2, a hierarchical multiple
regression was conducted. This test showed that 96.2% of the variance was accounted
for by CogAT and free or reduced lunch rate. Only 0.1% of student achievement
variance on the ITBS was accounted for by distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning. Studies have shown a lack of evidence of leadership as a direct
correlate with academic improvement (Leithwood et al., 2004). More often, schools rely
more on faith than fact. Some findings on the effects of leadership on student
achievement depend on whether the study was conducted through a quantitative or
qualitative analysis (Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). Robinson et al. reported that the
effects of leadership on student achievement are very weak. Studies directly linking
professional learning to student achievement are rare (Gusky, 1995).
As noted previously, empirical evidence linking job-embedded professional
development to student achievement is very limited. While few studies provide direct
empirical evidence to support positive impacts of job-embedded professional learning on
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student achievement; research suggests that job-embedded professional learning leads to
improved practice, which leads to improved student achievement (Croft et al., 2010).
Even though the studies that Croft et al. examined were research-based, many lacked
rigorous investigations into the relationships, which changed instructional practices and
improved student achievement. Many studies, he concluded, are based on teacher
perceptions based on surveys, and not based on empirical data. In conjunction with
NSDC, Roy (2009) found that student achievement was impacted when professional
learning was embedded.
The results from the qualitative portion of this study provided the sample
participant’s responses to open-ended interview questions on structure, support,
evaluation and monitoring and effectiveness of job-embedded professional learning and
distributed leadership. The results did not correspond precisely with the quantitative
data. When the qualitative results were analyzed, several generalizations were made.
One of the generalizations is that this survey may have been based upon teacher
perceptions of job-embedded professional learning and distributed leadership and not
based on school data. Many studies according to Gusky (2003) are based on teacher
perceptions based on surveys, and are not based on empirical data. Studies directly
linking professional learning to student achievement are rare (Gusky, 1995). As noted
previously, empirical evidence linking job-embedded professional development to
student achievement is very limited. While few studies provide direct empirical evidence
to support positive impacts of job-embedded professional learning on student
achievement; research suggests that job-embedded professional learning leads to
improved practice, which leads to improved student achievement (Croft et al., 2010).
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Teachers and administrators answered questions regarding teacher leadership in a
similar fashion. Both groups seemed to understand the construct at a rudimentary level
and answered accordingly. All respondents seemed to understand the construct of
distributed leadership and its assumed impact on student achievement, even if the
assumption was based on perception rather than empirical data. According to Mayrowetz
(2008), the term distributed leadership consists of multiple meanings; this can result in
researchers and practitioners perceiving the construct differently. She suggested that
researchers look beyond administrators and more extensively examine leadership
throughout the building among those who do not possess a formal leadership title.
Research suggested a correlation between leadership and student achievement, but the
lack of empirical evidence that suggests that distributed leadership increases student
achievement is a weakness (NSDC, 2009; Spillane, 2004).
When respondents were asked questions regarding job-embedded professional
learning, the answers varied. Many of the respondents did not answer the questions as
they were presented or as the expert raters understood the construct. For instance, when
teachers were asked how job-embedded professional learning was structured and
supported, most answered that they were given release time for professional learning.
None of the respondents answered the questions with direct details suggesting that they
understood the construct. The administrators did not seem to understand the construct
either. Most answered that the way they structured and supported job-embedded
professional learning was by listening to the needs of the teachers and then setting up the
training. Neither response lends itself specifically to job-embedded professional learning.
Limited research has been done to link job-embedded professional learning to increased
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student achievement. Results-driven professional learning is based not on the staff’s
perception of learning but on the degree to which it changes behaviors in teachers to
positively impact student learning (Sparks, 1994). According to NSDC (2009), traditional
professional learning is often disjointed experiences with limited follow up and
insufficient time to experiment and develop the new teaching strategies. Many theorists
and researchers suggested a distributed leadership model to support job-embedded
professional learning (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Gusky, 2000; Hirsh, 2009; NSDC, 2009;
Tienken & Stonaker, 2007).
In summary, a significant relationship was found between job-embedded
professional learning and distributed leadership, but the correlation cannot be extended to
their impact on student achievement in a quantitative analysis. For the major qualitative
findings, the highest frequencies of teacher and administrator responses were under the
leadership categories. The respondents’ answers suggested a lack of understanding of
meaning surrounding the construct of job-embedded professional learning. Teachers and
administrators alike answered that both independent variables impacted student
achievement, but these responses appear to be mostly based on their perceptions since
they could not list specific data linked directly to the constructs alone.
Discussion
Major finding from the quantitative and qualitative analyses revealed several
pertinent themes. Effective educative practices that emerged from these analyses are
supported by previous research and may provide a framework for future study or
implementation for school reform. A closer look into the relationships among job-
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embedded professional learning, distributed leadership and student achievement are
included in this discussion.
This study was conducted in a large, metropolitan district in which the majority of
teachers held a Master’s degree or beyond. The district had a mixture of high and lowincome schools. The majority of the teachers were white females with 1-10 years
teaching experience. The district contained over 100,000 students with most being white,
then black, and finally Hispanic students.
In response to Hypothesis 1, a significant relationship was found between
distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning; thus, the relationship
between these constructs was supported. This relationship is consistent with the body of
knowledge that addresses these constructs. The review of literature suggested a
relationship among job-embedded professional learning, distributed leadership, and
student achievement (Harris & Spillane, 2009; Hirsh, 2009; Marzano, Waters, &
McNulty, 2005; NSDC, 2009; Tienken & Stonaker, 2007; Wilms, 2009). According to
Gibbs (1954), “Leadership is probably best conceived as a group quality, as a set of
functions which must be carried out by the group. This concept of ‘distributed
leadership’ is an important one” (p. 113). Katz and Kahn (1978) suggest that when team
members voluntarily offer their influence to shared goals, shared leadership gives
organizations a competitive advantage by the resources provided through shared
information and increased commitment. “Those organizations in which influential acts
are widely shared are most effective” (Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 332).
In addition, the researcher found an inverse relationship between job-embedded
professional learning and percent of free or reduced lunch. An inverse relationship was
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also found between distributed leadership and percentage of free and reduced lunch. This
correlation shows that the higher the percentage of free and reduced lunch in a school, the
lower the amount of distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning.
Many questions can be raised as to why this is the case. This may be due to the school
principal feeling the need to have more control over the functioning of the school since
the school, according to this research, is likely to have lower student achievement.
Waters, Marzano and McNulty (2004) conducted a meta-analysis study on leadership
practices and determined that they are highly correlated with student achievement. This
may also be due to a principal who is not competent in leading a high-needs school. He
or she may not be familiar with practices that influence student achievement for schools
with a high percent of free or reduced lunch. It may also be due to high teacher attrition.
This would prevent using distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning
in an effective way.
In response to the qualitative analysis regarding the constructs of job-embedded
professional learning and distributed leadership, it was found that teachers and principals
had difficulty directly explaining how their school distributed leadership outside of a
building leadership team or how professional learning was carried out in a job-embedded
way. This, too, is consistent with the body of knowledge. The term distributed
leadership is widely used in the field of education and among researchers and
practitioners (Mayrowetz, 2008). It often consists of multiple meanings that confuse
practitioners and allow them to misunderstand one another. Researchers such as
Leithwood et al., Harris and Spillane agree that the term distributed leadership has
promising uses, but until further research is conducted, the term’s meaning and
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relationship to student achievement could confuse those implementing it. Spillane,
Halverson and Diamond (2001) argue that distributed leadership is the act of distributing
tasks and/or responsibilities among multiple people. Mayrowetz (2008) suggested at
least two important shifts in thinking: a) researchers should look beyond administrators,
or the title of a leader, in order to investigate leadership within the school, b) the
researcher’s focus should be on interactions or concertive action and not on a title of
leadership such as the principalship. Distributed leadership can be seen as leadership
functions being stretched among multiple people.
In response to job-embedded professional learning, teachers and administrators
answered the interview questions in a manner that suggested that their knowledge of the
construct was different from that of the expert raters. Many theorists and researchers
suggest using a job-embedded professional learning model in order to increase student
achievement and improve teacher instructional practices (Gusky, 2000; Kelleher, 2003;
NSDC, 2009; Putnam & Borko, 2000). “Job-embedded professional development refers
to teacher learning that is grounded in day-to-day teaching practice and is designed to
enhance teachers’ content-specific instructional practices with the intent of improving
student learning” (Croft et al., 2010, p. 2). It is integrated into the workday. It is a
continuous cycle of improvement in assessing and finding solutions to authentic
problems. Job-embedded professional learning is on-going, shared, cooperative, inquirybased and aligned with state standards for student achievement. It takes place in schools
and is about the current working of schools. “Although job-embedded professional
development can be undertaken by a teacher alone, a view of professional knowledge as
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social, situated, and distributed among colleagues undergirds job-embedded professional
development” (Putnam & Borko, 2000, p. 4).
Research Question 2 explored relationships among job-embedded professional
learning, distributed leadership, and student achievement; the related hypothesis did not
reveal a significant relationship among the constructs; therefore, Hypothesis 2 was
rejected. The study found that the two control variables of ability level and percentage of
free or reduced lunch accounted for 96.2% of the variance and the two constructs of
distributed leadership and job-embedded professional learning only accounted for 0.1
percent of the variance. The literature is consistent with the finding that the constructs
are not directly related to student achievement. Many also find that qualitative studies
show a relationship, while quantitative studies do not. Most studies have found that the
degrees to which the constructs affect student achievement are based on perceptions
rather than empirical data. However, the research is mixed and this research seeks to add
to the body of knowledge.
Many teachers and administrators during the interview process had difficulty
answering if or how the constructs affected student achievement. If they did have a
reaction, it was positive, but most answers seemed to be based on perception rather than
direct empirical data. This, too, is consistent with research. A research study entitled,
“How leadership influences student learning,” asserted that effective leadership improves
learning (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). Leithwood et al. argued
that there is nothing new about this information. However, studies have shown a lack of
evidence or direct correlation to leadership as a pathway for large-scale academic
improvement. More often, schools rely on faith rather than fact. Similarly, research by

107
Silns and Mulford (2002) has shown that student achievement is more likely to improve
when leadership is distributed throughout the school community, and where teachers are
empowered in areas of importance to them. In the qualitative analysis, principals alluded
to this point. Many felt that teachers were happier and more content when they were
included in decision-making. The message emanating from these studies suggests the
limitation of a singular leadership approach and an emphasis on the leadership role as
being primarily concerned with empowering others to lead. Some findings on the effects
of leadership on student achievement depend on whether the study was conducted
through a quantitative or qualitative analysis (Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008).
Robinson et al. reported that the effects of leadership on student achievement are very
weak. Quantitative researchers such as Hallinger and Heck (1996) suggest an indirect
relationship between principal actions and student outcomes. Qualitative researchers
assert more of a direct relationship between school leaders and their impact on student
achievement (Hargreaves & Finks, 2006).
As noted in Chapter II, empirical evidence linking job-embedded professional
development to student achievement is very limited. Research on professional learning is
extensive, but most studies point to the inadequacies of professional learning within
schools without offering solutions. Studies directly linking professional learning to
student achievement are rare. While few studies provide direct empirical evidence to
support the positive impact of job-embedded professional learning on student
achievement, research suggests that job-embedded professional learning leads to
improved practice, which in turn leads to improved student achievement (Croft et al.,
2010). Gusky (2003) concluded that characteristics of effective professional learning
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vary widely and were often contradictory. His research suggests that researchers and
practitioners may not know what is required for effective professional learning. Even
though the studies that he examined were research-based, many lacked rigorous
investigations into the relationships that changed instructional practices and improved
student achievement. Many studies, he concluded, are based on teacher perceptions
based on surveys, and not based on empirical data. The research found in the qualitative
study provides a springboard for future research.
The body of research reveals that job-embedded professional learning typically is
more effective within a distributed leadership framework. Hypothesis 1 revealed a
relationship between the two constructs. In addition, the responses of the school
personnel who were interviewed revealed a strong relationship between the two
constructs. On the other hand, Hypothesis 2, which examined the relationships among
job-embedded professional learning, distributed leadership and student achievement, did
not reveal a significant relationship. Extant literature and the current qualitative study are
consistent with this finding. There is limited empirical data linking the two constructs to
student achievement.
Limitations
This study’s findings were limited by several factors. The construct of distributed
leadership and job-embedded professional learning may not have been understood by the
respondents in the manner in which the expert raters intended them to be understood.
The intent of the researcher, and of the expert raters, was that the respondents clearly
understand the construct’s intricate meaning. In addition, both constructs are related to
similar wording of different constructs – professional learning and leadership.
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This study may also have been limited by a principal likeability factor.
Respondents to the School Improvement Survey may have answered the survey and
interview questions based on how well they liked the principal.
The type of survey given to the teachers limited this study. Many schools scored
relatively high in the categories of job-embedded professional learning and distributed
leadership as can be seen in the mean scores. This is a problem because there is a
significant skew and in some cases a ceiling on the scores. It is also a problem because
there is very little variance among the scores. One suggestion to prevent this is basing
the survey items to which participants respond on a low to high Likert scale rather than
one with the high score being listed first. This would prevent the respondent from
marking all answers in the first column and require them to read all answer choices
thoroughly.
Recommendations for Policy and Practice
Several key implications for policy and practice emerged from this study. It is
recommended that administrators and teachers be trained on the constructs of jobembedded professional learning and distributed leadership. Each school should be aware
of the distributed leadership framework and its potential benefits/risks. The major
finding from this research suggests that distributed leadership and job-embedded
professional learning are strongly related. A recommendation for policy and practice is
to inform schools of the constructs and teach them the benefits of using such a
framework. Even though the concepts were not found to be significant in their
relationship to student achievement, studies suggest that job-embedded professional
learning leads to improved practice, which, according to Croft et al., leads to better
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student achievement. Studies have also shown that distributed leadership leads to
involvement of teachers in decision-making, which leads to an overall sense of belonging
and connection to common goals and initiatives. It is recommended to train teachers and
administrators on the process of quantitative data analysis and evaluation and monitoring
of specific programs to better determine their effect on student achievement.
In order to influence local school policy, schools should become familiar with the
connection between the two constructs and student achievement. According to this
research, there was not a significant relationship among the constructs of job-embedded
professional learning, distributed leadership and student achievement. In order to
influence local policies, a link will need to be clearly recognized by local, state or federal
governmental agencies before the constructs are fully supported. One such link may
come from job-embedded professional learning leading to improved teacher practices,
which in turn affects student achievement (Croft et al., 2010). Distributed leadership may
actively engage teachers so that the school’s mission and goals are achieved through a
common, unified perspective (Darling-Hammond, 1993). Both constructs may indirectly
impact student achievement while also creating teacher competency and an increase in
staff morale.
Recommendations for Future Research
The findings of this research have revealed several aspects of the study that may
need to be altered in order to add insight to future exploration of distributed leadership
and job-embedded professional learning.
1. Further research is recommended regarding the relationships among
leadership style, professional learning and student achievement.
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2. Future research should provide training to familiarize participants with the
meaning of constructs that is intended by researchers.
3. Teachers should be surveyed with an instrument that limits the likeability
factor of the principal. The instrument should clearly discern between
different ratings to prevent the raters from scoring primarily in the first
category.
4. Research should be geared toward local, state, and federal policy for
implementation of professional learning that can be earned during the school
work day, since studies have shown that job-embedded professional learning
from experts within the school building offers on-going coaching, feedback,
observations and modeling.
5. It is recommended that teachers and administrators be trained in the process of
quantitative data analysis and evaluation and monitoring of specific programs
to better determine their effect on student achievement.
Summary
The primary purpose of this study was to analyze the relationships among jobembedded professional learning, distributed leadership and student achievement. The
two constructs of job-embedded professional learning and distributed leadership were
analyzed through the responses of teachers and administrators in a district School
Improvement Survey. Their relationship to student achievement was analyzed through a
quantitative protocol in which achievement was operationalized with scores from a
national test.
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It was determined through quantitative statistical analyses that job-embedded
professional learning and distributed leadership are highly related. According to
research, job-embedded professional learning exists best within a distributed leadership
framework (Mayrowetz, 2008). It was also determined through quantitative analysis that
job-embedded professional learning and distributed leadership were not related to student
achievement when the researcher controlled for the ability level of the students and socioeconomics. Therefore, other practices to increase student achievement may be equally as
effective.
Despite some limitations, recommendations for future policy and practice were
made. Those recommendations included schools implementing job-embedded
professional learning within a distributed leadership framework for maximum
effectiveness. It was also recommended that teachers and administrators be more
thoroughly trained on the constructs. It was recommended that a survey be used to limit
principal likeability factor. In light the lack of quantitative studies examining how the
constructs affect student achievement, it was suggested that teachers and administrators
be trained on how to effectively evaluate and monitor their professional learning,
leadership style and other programs through a quantitative data analysis. Lastly, it was
recommended that local, state and federal policy should be evaluated in order to embed
professional learning into the regular school day for teachers.
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APPENDIX A
SAMPLE SCHOOL’S RESPONSE SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT SURVEY
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APPENDIX B
MODIFIED INTERVIEW INSTRUMENT FOR TEACHERS AND
ADMINISTRATORS
Teacher Leadership:
1. Are there opportunities for teachers to develop and assume instructional
leadership roles? Please describe. L3.2, L4.1 (Georgia Department of Education,
2009)
2. Does the principal seek input into decisions and use the team approach? How is
data used in making instructional decisions? L1.1,L1.4, L3.1, L4.2, L4.3
3. Does distributed leadership within the school impact student achievement? How
do you know? Explain if this is based on your perceptions, empirical data, or
other sources.
Teacher Professional Learning:
1. How are your professional learning needs identified? PL2.1
2. How does the school structure and schedule support and resources for job
embedded professional learning? PL1.5
3. Does job-embedded professional learning within the school impact student
achievement? How do you know? Explain if this is based on your perceptions,
empirical data, or other sources.
Administrator Leadership:
1. Are there opportunities for teachers to develop and assume leadership roles?
Please describe. L3.2,L4.1
2. Describe the purpose of the school leadership team. Describe a typical meeting.
How does the team receive input from and communicate with the faculty and
staff? L4.1, L4.2
3. Does distributed leadership within the school impact student achievement? How
do you know? Explain if this is based on your perceptions, empirical data, or
other sources.
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Administrator Professional Learning:
1. How do you structure, schedule and model support for job-embedded professional
learning? PL1.4, PL1.5
2. How is professional learning evaluated in terms of implementation and impact on
instruction? Describe any formative or summative measures used to measure
impact on learning. How do you monitor professional learning? PL1.6, PL2.2,
PL3.3
3. Does job-embedded professional learning within the school impact student
achievement? How do you know? Explain if this is based on your perceptions,
empirical data, or other sources.
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APPENDIX D
SUPERINTENDENTS’ PERMISSION TO SURVEY LETTER
AND CONSENT FORM
3631 Essex Avenue
Atlanta, GA 30339
January 4, 2011
Superintendent’s Name
District’s Name
District Address
City, State Zip Code
Dear Superintendent:
I am Ashley Jimerson, a doctoral candidate at The University of Southern
Mississippi. I am conducting research on the effects of distributed leadership and jobembedded professional learning on student achievement. I would like your written
permission to interview principals and teachers in your district. This project has been
reviewed by the Human Subjects Protection Review Committee, which ensures that
research projects involving human subjects follow federal regulations. Any questions or
concerns about rights as a research subject should be directed to the chair of the
Institutional Review Board, The University of Southern Mississippi, 118 College Drive
#5147, Hattiesburg, MS 39406-0001, 601-266-6820.
With your permission, this survey will be distributed to _____(school names
inserted here). I will distribute the survey instrument to building principals and teachers.
It is not expected to take longer than 20 minutes to complete. A copy of the survey
instrument and instructions are attached for your reference.
If you consent to have the listed elementary schools participate in this research,
please sign and date the enclosed consent form and return it in the self-addressed,
stamped envelope.
Thank you for your consideration. If you have any questions, you can contact me
at ashley.jimerson@cobbk12.org or 404-210-8186.
Sincerely,
Ashley Jimerson
Doctoral Candidate
The University of Southern Mississippi
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Consent to Participate in Educational Leadership Interview

As superintendent of _________________________ District, I give Ashley Jimerson
permission to conduct educational research at the following schools:
_____________________________ (schools will be listed here).
This research will be conducted on the effects of distributed leadership and jobembedded professional learning on student achievement. Permission is granted to
interview teachers and building principals. I understand participation in this
interview is voluntary. All responses will be kept confidential. No individuals will be
identified in any of the reports.

_____________________________________
Superintendent’s Signature

________________
Date
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APPENDIX E
PRINCIPALS’ SURVEY INSTRUCTIONS
3631 Essex Avenue
Atlanta, GA 30339
January 4, 2011
Principal’s Name
School’s Name
School Address
City, State Zip Code
Dear Principal:
I am Ashley Jimerson, a doctoral candidate at The University of Southern
Mississippi. I am conducting research on the effects of distributed leadership and jobembedded professional learning on student achievement. I would like your written
permission to interview 3rd grade mathematics teachers and administrators in your school.
This project has been reviewed by the Human Subjects Protection Review Committee,
which ensures that research projects involving human subjects follow federal regulations.
Any questions or concerns about rights as a research subject should be directed to the
chair of the Institutional Review Board, The University of Southern Mississippi, 118
College Drive #5147, Hattiesburg, MS 39406-0001, 601-266-6820.
With your permission, this interview will be conducted at _____(school name
inserted here) during a pre-determined date and time. It is not expected to take longer
than 20 minutes to complete. A copy of the interview questions and instructions are
attached for your reference.
If you consent to participate and allow your teachers to participate in this
research, please sign and date the enclosed consent form and return it in the selfaddressed, stamped envelope.
Thank you for your consideration. If you have any questions, you can contact me
at Ashley.jimerson@cobbk12.org or 404-210-8186.
Sincerely,
Ashley Jimerson
Doctoral Candidate
The University of Southern Mississippi
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Consent to Participate in Educational Leadership Interview

As principal of _________________________ School, I give Ashley Jimerson
permission to conduct educational research at the following school,
_____________________________ (schools will be listed here).
This research will be conducted on the effects of distributed leadership and jobembedded professional learning on student achievement. Permission is granted to
interview teachers and administrators. I understand participation in this interview
is voluntary. All responses will be kept confidential. No individuals will be identified
in any of the reports.

_____________________________________
Principal’s Signature

________________
Date
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